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Editorial
This issue ends the 93rd volume of SMT. It includes three major articles
and a number of book reviews. As so often in the case of our journal, the
articles show a great thematic and geographic diversity.
In his article, ”The creation and Fall of Adam”, Torsten Löfstedt  makes a
comparion between  the Qur’anic and Biblical accounts of the fall of man.
In the latter case, he emphasises its  interpretion in the New Testament. The
aim of Löfstedt’s contribution is to find common ground for discussion
between Muslims and Christians. He does this through a sympathetic reading
of the Qur’anic times. Though not hard to find, his aim is, however, not to
establish or analyse the historical connections between the Biblical and
Qur’anic texts, but to compare the themes present in the texts. In the Qur’an
there are seven accounts of the enmity between Satan and mankind resulting
from his refusal to obey God. Rather than viewing the seven accounts as
self-contained wholes, Löfstedt has tried to unite them into a single account
of the fall of man, which serves as as background for the comparison.
In the second article, Tomas Sundnes Drønen analyses the role of religion
for social change among the Dii people in the northern part of Cameroon.
The study begins in the 1930s and ends in the year 1960. Throughout his
contribution, the author focuses on the Dii’s encounter with modernity and
with two major world religions present in the area, Islam and Christianity.
The emphasis of the article is on the active role played by the Dii in the
encounter with the first Christian missionaries, many of them Norwegians,
and the development of Christian-Muslim relations in the region. Tomas
Sundnes Drønen starts his article with a brief introduction to the Dii-people
and their encounter with Islam and Christianity respectively. These parts
of the article are followed by a substantial sociological analysis of how the
Dii managed to manoeuvre through the changing spiritual and political
landscape of Africa during the first part of the twentieth century.
The last article in this issue is written by Maria Gustafsson. Based on a field
study in San José, the capital of Costa Rica, she focuses on a neo-Pentecostal
mega church called Oasis de Esperanza (the Oasis of Hope). Her focus is on
how identity is formed among young people who grow up or come to the
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congregation. Through interviews, observations at services and meetings,
she  has studied e.g. the  implications of ”being a Christian” for the youths in
Oasis de Esperanza and their views on the surrounding world.
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The creation and fall of Adam:
A Comparison of the Qur’anic
and Biblical accounts
Torsten Löfstedt
In this paper I shall compare the Qur’anic accounts of the fall of man with
the Biblical narrative of the fall, especially as it is interpreted in the New
Testament. My goal is to find common ground for Muslims and Christians
through a sympathetic reading of the Qur’an. It is not my aim here to
investigate the historical connections between the texts, although such
connections are not hard to find. Thus I do not examine the striking similarities
between the Qur’anic account of the fall and those recorded in the Christian
pseudepigrapha, specifically the Latin Life of Adam and Eve, The Gospel of
Bartholomew, and the Syriac text The Cave of Treasures. While a comparison
with these texts would cast much light on the historical origins of the Qur’anic
account, it would not serve the purpose of preparing grounds for dialog
between Christians and Muslims.
There are seven accounts in the Qur’an of the enmity between Satan and
mankind resulting from his refusal to obey God and bow down to Adam:
Q2.30-39; 7.11-25; 15.26-48; 17.61-65; 18.50-53; 20.115-126; 38.71-88.1
These accounts differ in length and in the details they include, but on the
whole they do not contradict each other.2 Rather than viewing the seven
accounts as self-contained wholes I have attempted to harmonize them into a
single account. If our aim is to compare the Qur’anic account of the fall with
the Biblical one, we will either have to limit ourselves to a single sura, in
1 Other scholars may dilimit the narratives differently. Unless otherwise specified, I use
Abdullah Yusuf Ali’s translation of the Qur’an (Ali 1938).
2 Michael Cook notes the similarities between the variation found in the repeated stories of
the Qur’an, and the variation found in oral traditional literature (1996.69). The fact that
the verses making up the Qur’an were circulated orally for some time before being written
down, does not in itself render the Qur’an any less authoritative. As is well known, traces
of orality can also be found in the Gospels. I examine the orality of the Qur’anic fall
narratives in an unpublished paper, ”Narratives of the fall of Satan and Adam in the Koran:
a study in oral composition” (Löfstedt 2005 ms).
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which case our picture will be incomplete, or we will implicitly harmonize
the Qur’anic texts. I have chosen to make my harmonization of the texts explicit.
The attempt at arriving at the truth by comparing the various Qur’anic
accounts instead of looking at the passages in isolation from each other is
Qur’anic; Q20.114 ”Do not be quick to recite the Qur’an before its revelation
is completed” suggests that the Qur’an should be interpreted as a whole.
Indeed, the Qur’anic translator Abdullah Yusuf Ali (1872-1952) encourages
his readers to compare the various accounts of Adam and Iblis.3
The practice of comparing the Qur’anic account with the Biblical one has
precedents within Islam. On other matters the Qur’an encourages Muslims
to seek support for its claims by asking the people of the Book (cf Q21.7).
The Torah, Psalms, and Gospels are scriptures that all Muslims must accept
and ”believe in completely” according to the Muslim scholar Badru
Kateregga.4 In comparing the Qur’anic account of the fall with that in
Genesis I am following the lead of earlier Islamic commentators – Mahmoud
Ayoub writes regarding the narratives of the fall,
The Qur’an leaves many... questions unanswered. It does not, for example,
mention Eve by name, or the manner in which she was created. For answers
to these and other questions commentators had to resort to the People of
the Book. (Ayoub 1984.731)
I will not limit my comparisons to the three parts of the Bible mentioned in
the Qur’an, but will also refer to other books, such as Job. Here I not only
follow the example of Abdullah Yusuf Ali5 but also the judgment of the
Qur’an itself that Job is a prophet to whom God revealed his will (cf Q4.163).
The Qur’an also affirms the existence of other prophets ”who brought good
news to mankind and admonished them, so that they might have no plea
against God after their coming” (Q4.165); I believe that included among
these prophets are the people to whom other the parts of the Bible are
ascribed. Theirs are works to which Muhammad did not have direct access,
but which the angel Gabriel would surely have affirmed were worth reading.
3 Ali 1938.345
4 Kateregga & Shenk 1997.53
5 cf Ali 1938.247
455The Creation and Fall of Adam:
A Comparison of the Qur’anic and Biblical Accounts
Comparison and Relative Chronology of the Accounts
I have divided the narratives of the fall into two parts. This division is
justified in part by the fact that only suras 2 and 7 spend equal time on the
two parts, the other accounts either summarize one of the two accounts or
leave one out completely. Further, sura 15 shows a clear ending after the
first part. The two parts differ thematically; the first part tells about the fate
of Iblis, and the second about the fall of man.
Blachère’s ordering of the suras in which these accounts are found and the
Cairo order differ significantly,6 but for our purposes it is sufficient to note
that they agree that sura 2 (’The cow’) was received in Medina after the
others. The account in sura 2 has a different focus than the other accounts.
It contains much material not found in the other accounts about Iblis, and
leaves out much that the others have. Ayoub suggests that the account in
sura 2 ”be seen as a commentary on an already well-known story.”7
Harmony of the Qur’anic Accounts
I. Iblis refuses to worship Adam
1. God creates the Jinn race from the fire of a scorching wind (Q15.27).8
2. God informs the angels that he will create man (Q7.11; 15.28; 38.71)
and that he will breathe his spirit into man (Q15.29; 38.72)
God informs the angels that he will create a vicegerent on earth. (Q2.30)
3. The angels ask why he would make someone who would cause mischief
and shed blood, while the angels sing God’s praises (Q2.30).
God answers, ”I know what ye know not” (Q2.30). Then God teaches Adam
the names of all things (or their nature according to some commentators –
influenced by difference with Genesis account?) (Q2.31).
Then he asks the angels to tell him the names, but they are unable (Q2.31-32).
6 Blachère’s order is: 20, 15, 38, 18 (Mecca 2); 17, 7 (Mecca 3); 2 (Medina); the Cairo
order is 38, 7, 20, 17, 15, 18 (Mecca); and 2 (Medina); see Beck 1976.244.
7 Ayoub 1984.73
8 Dawood translates ”[we created] Satan from smokeless fire” which is too free a paraphrase.
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Then he asks Adam to tell them the names (Q2.33). Adam does so God
says to the angels ”Did I not tell you that I know the secrets of heavens and
earth and I know what ye reveal and what ye conceal?” (Q2.33)
4. God tells the angels to bow down before Adam (Q2.34; 7.11; 18.50),
prostate themselves to Adam (Q20.116), or to fall in obeisance before him
(Q15.29; 38.72).
5. All do so except Iblis (Q2.34; 7.11; 15.31; 18.50; 20.116; 38.74)9
who was a jinn and broke the command of his Lord (Q18.50).
who was haughty and became one of those who reject truth (Q38.74).
6. God asks Iblis why he refuses to bow down (Q7.12; 15.32; 38.75).
Is he one of the high and mighty ones? (Q38.75)
7. Iblis says that he will not bow down to someone made of clay (Q7.12;
15.33; 17.61; 38.76) ”I am better than he: thou didst create me from fire
and him from clay” (Q7.12; 38.76)
8. God dismisses Iblis (Q7.13; 15.34; 38.77),
saying to Iblis ”Then get thee out from here for thou art rejected, accursed. And
my curse shall be on thee till the day of Judgment” (Q15.34-35; 38.77-78)
saying to Iblis ”get thee down from this: it is not for thee to be arrogant
here; get out, for thou art the meanest of creatures” (Q7.13)
9. Iblis asks for a respite until the day the (dead) are raised up (Q7.14;
15.36; 38.79)
until the Day of Judgment (Q17.62).
10. God grants a respite (Q7.15; 15.37; 38.80)
”till The Day of the Time Appointed” (Q15.37-38; 38.80-81).
saying ”be thou among those who have respite” (Q7.15).
11. Iblis vows to take revenge by misleading man (Q15.39, 38.82). He
says,
”Because Thou hast thrown me out of the Way, lo! I will lie in wait for
them on they Straight Way; then I will assault them from before them and
9 Sura 20 continues with the paradise narrative, section II below.
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behind them, from their right and their left. Nor wilt thou find, in most of
them, gratitude (for thy mercies).” (Q7.16-17)
”because Thou hast put me wrong, I will make (wrong) fair-seeming to
them on earth, and I will put them all in the wrong” (Q15.39)
”Then by Thy Power I will put them all in the wrong” (Q38.82)
”I win surely bring his descendants under my sway – all but a few!” (Q17.62)
12. But promises not to deceive God’s servants (Q15.40; 38.83)
”except thy servants among them, sincere and purified (by thy grace)”
(Q15.40; 38.83)
13 God agrees that Iblis will have no power over his servants (Q15.41-42;
17.65)
14 and adds that Hell awaits those who follow Iblis (Q7.18; 15.42-43; 17.63;
38.84-5)
”If any of them follow thee – Hell will I fill with you all.” (Q7.18)
”If any of them follow thee, verily Hell will be the recompense of you all –
an ample recompense” (Q17.63)
”For over my servants no authority shall thou have, except such as put
themselves in the wrong and follow thee. And verily, Hell is the promised
abode for them all” (Q15.42-43)
”It is just and filling .. that I will certainly fill Hell with thee and those that
follow thee – every one” (Q38.84-85)
II. Satan tempts Adam
1. Adam and his wife are put in a garden full of good things (Q2.35; 7.19;
20.118-119)
”O Adam! Dwell thou and thy wife in the Garden” (Q2.35; 7.19) ”and eat
of the wonderful things therein” (Q2.35) / ”and enjoy its (good things) as
ye wish” (Q7.19)
2 God warns Adam
”Approach not this Tree, or ye run into harm and transgression” (Q2.35;
7.19)”verily this is an enemy to thee and thy wile: so let him not get you
both out of the garden so that thou art landed in misery” (Q20.117)
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3. Satan whispers evil/suggestions to them (Q7.20, 20.120), urging them to
eat of the forbidden tree [of life] saying,
”O Adam, shall I lead thee to the Tree of Eternity and to a kingdom that
never decays?” (Q20.120)
”Your Lord only forbade you this tree, lest ye should become angels or
such beings as live for ever.” (Q7.20)
4. They ate of the tree, their nakedness appeared/ their shame became
manifest, and they began to sew leaves from the garden for a covering
(Q7.22; 20.121).
5. Adam’s disobedience is revealed –
”And the Lord called unto them ‘Did I not forbid you that tree, and tell you
that Satan was an avowed enemy unto you?’” (Q7.22)
(”Thus did Adam disobey his Lord and allow himself to be seduced” –
Q20.121)
6. ”Then learnt Adam from his Lord words of inspiration, and his Lord
turned towards him; for he is oft-returning, most merciful” (Q2.37)
7. Adam and his wife ask for forgiveness. ”Our Lord! We have wronged
our own souls if thou forgive us not and bestow not upon us Thy mercy, we
shall certainly be lost.” (Q7.23)
8. God sends Adam and wife and Satan down to earth, setting enmity
between them
”Get ye down, all (pl), with enmity between yourselves. On earth will be your
dwelling place and your means of livelihood for a time” (Q2.36; cf 7.24)
”Get ye down, both of you – all together, from the garden, with enmity one
to another” (Q20.123)
9. God promises guidance for them:
”And if, as is sure, there comes to you Guidance from me, whosoever follows
my guidance – on them shall be no fear, nor shall they grieve” (Q2.38)/
”will not lose his way nor fall into misery” (Q20.123)
10. God promises punishment for those who turn from his message or belie
his signs (Q2.39; 20.124-126)
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”But those who reject faith and belie our signs, they shall be companions
of the fire, they shall abide therein” (Q2.39)
”But whosoever turns away from my message, verily for him is a life
narrowed down, and we shall raise him up blind on the day of Judgment.”
...  ”Thus didst thou, when our signs came unto thee, disregard them: so
wilt thou, this day, be disregarded.” (Q20.124, 126)
Comparison between the Qur’anic and the Biblical Accounts
The Divine Council
In Q7.11, 15.28, 38.71 God tells the angels that he will create man, and in
Q2.30 he informs them that He will create a vicegerent on earth.10 Here the
Qur’an is using the ancient Near Eastern motif of the divine council. This
motif may be found in embryonic form in Gen 1.26, where God says, ”Let us
make man in our own image...” (NIV). Some commentators see this as a
plural of majesty, others a plural of deliberation,11 others as a vestige of a
polytheistic text, or an instance where God addresses the earth he has just
created; the First Council of Sirmium (AD 351) made official the interpretation
that in this passage God the Father is addressing the Son.12 The most widely
accepted interpretation today is that God is addressing the divine council.
This view is supported by Christian scholars such as Wenham, von Rad,
Zimmerli,13 and by Jewish commentators from Philo’s time on.14
10 The word which is translated ‘angel’ is mal’ak, which is cognate to the Hebrew mal’ak.
The literal meaning of mal’ak is messenger, but it has come to be understood by both Jews
and Muslims to be a supernatural servant of God. (In the Septuagint, the Greek αγγελος
 has gone through a similar change in meaning.)
11 so Cassuto 1961, Westermann 1984.145.
12 Clines 1968.62
13 Hamilton 1990.133-34; Wenham 1987.27. Clines rejects this view, in part because it
might imply that man was created in the image of the divine council rather than in God
’s own image.(1968.66-67). Westermann also rejects this interpretation, but for different
reasons: ”P” ”was not familiar with the idea of a heavenly court” and did not allow for
”angels or any sort of intermediary beings” (1984.145)
14 This interpretation is supported by the midrashim; Katsch writes that Rashi (d. 1105)
summarized the midrashim on this verse as follows: ”When man was created God consulted
the heavenly hosts in order to emphasize an ethical principle that ’the greater should always
consult and receive permission of the lesser.’” (Katsch 1954.26)
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The divine council is not a recent development of rabbinic Judaism, but is
supported by several OT texts. In Job 15.7-8 Eliphaz asks rhetorically of Job,
”Are you the first man ever born? Were you brought forth before the hills?
Do you listen in on God’s council?” (NIV). This question presupposes the
understanding that God told his divine council of his plans to create the world.
Other texts make it clear that angels are among the members of the divine
council. In Job 1.6 the Hebrew states that the sons of God came and presented
themselves before YHWH as though gathering for the divine council; the
Septuagint translates the Hebrew bnei haelohim as aggeloi. Several other
references to the divine council in the OT could be given.15 In short, while
some Christians may not believe in the existence of angels or in the divine
council, they cannot be dismissed offhand as a folkloric addition to the Qur’an.
The Role of the Khalifa
In Q2.30 God tells his angels, ”I will create a vicegerent on earth.” The
word ‘vicegerent’ is a translation of the Arabic khalifa. The significance of
this term has been the subject of some discussion. There seems to be a
general consensus that ”khalifa means a substitute or successor.”16 Tabari
(d. 923) specifies that Adam and his faithful descendants serving as God’s
vicegerent will represent him in judging his creatures.17 Ibn Kathir agrees
with this view18 which is supported by Q38.26 where David is called khalifa
and told to ”rule with justice among men” (also Q6.165).19 The Qur’anic
text itself shows that when God created Adam to be his khalifa this meant
Adam was to be his viceroy – the angels are called to bow down, prostate
themselves, fall in obeisance before Adam (Q2.34; 7.11; 15.29; 18.50;
20.116; 38.74) just as they would do before God. The call for the angels to
bow down to man is not explicitly found in the Bible; the closest Biblical
reference I have come across is Hebrews 1.6: ”When God brings his first-
born into the world, he says, ‘Let all God’s angels worship him’” (NIV).
This is a quote from the Septuagint of the Song of Moses (”Rejoice ye
heavens with him, and let all the angels of God worship him” – Deut 32.43)
15 cf 1 Kings 22.19; Job 38.7; Ps 29.1; 82.1; 89.7
16 Ayoub 1984.73, quoting Tabari.
17 Ayoub 1984.74
18 Ayoub 1984.74
19 Other Muslim exegetes argue that only the prophets are khalifa, or substitutes and
spokesmen for God, and that it is in his capacity as a prophet that Adam is khalifa (Kister
1988.85-86)
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which the author of Hebrews has applied to Jesus.20 1 Cor 6.3 is also of
interest in this connection - Paul writes to the congregation in Corinth, ”Do
you not know that we will judge angels?” (NIV). Paul seems to be basing
his view on an apocalyptic tradition; compare 1 Enoch 67-69.21
The Bible supports this view that God created man to serve as his vicegerent.
Shenk argues that the Christian view of man is different than trial expressed
in these passages in the Qur’an, on the grounds that while humans were
created in the image of God (Gen 1.26-27), this image was lost when Adam
fell.22 This is a widely held belief, going back at least to Athanasius (296-
373), but it is not necessarily Scriptural. As Clines points out, according to
James 3.9 all people, not just Adam, bear the likeness of God.23 He writes
further, ”there can be no question ... as far as the Old Testament is concerned,
of a ‘loss of the image’”.24 He argues that the phrase which is usually translated
”in our image” would be better translated ”as our image” with a beth
essentiae.25 In other words, God created Adam, that is, mankind, to be his
image.26 Just as kings of neighboring countries were called the image of Baal
or Marduk, etc., and claimed to be that deity’s representative,27 so Adam was
created to hold authority on behalf of God. ”Man is set on earth to be the
representative of the absent God who is nevertheless present by his image.”28
This accords with Adam’s call to have dominion over the earth (Gen 1.28);
the function of the image is ”rulerhood of the creation as God’s vizier.”29
20 This could also be a quote from the LXX of Ps 97 (96): 7, which reads: ”Worship him all
(you) his angels” (Attridge 1989.57).
21 Fee 1987.234
22 Kateregga & Shenk 1997.46
23 Clines 1968.106. But see 1 Cor 11.7, where it seems only men (not women) are the
image of God.
24 Clines 1968.99; compare Gen 9.6. On the other hand, Paul suggests that the image is in
serious need of renewal; cf Col 3.10.
25 Clines 1968.75ff. The beth essentiae is used most clearly in Ex 6.3: ”I appeared as [be]
El Shaddai”; cf Hamilton 1990.137
26 Clines 1968.80
27 Clines 1968. 85
28 Clines 1968.88. This interpretation was anticipated by Nestorius (d 451); compare his
First Sermon against the Theotokos, ”God grieved over his image as a king would grieve
over his statue” (in RA Norris, ed., 1980 The Christological Controversy, p 124.
29 Clines 1968.89
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The angels’ question
As soon as God has announced that he will create a vicegerent on earth, the
angels ask, ”Wilt thou place therein one who will make mischief therein and
shed blood, whilst we do celebrate thy praises and glorify thy holy name?”
(Q2.30). The angels are asking God why he is not satisfied with what he has
already created; is it not enough that he have angels sing the praises of his
creation?30 The angels anticipate God’s sorrow over having created man:
The Lord saw how great man’s wickedness on the earth had become, and
that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time.
The Lord was grieved that he had made man on earth, and his heart was
filled with pain. (Gen 6.5-6, NIV)
As Adam does not kill anyone their question also foresees Cain’s murder
of Abel (Gen 4.8, Q5.30-46).
Were the angels jealous of Adam’s high position? This is what some Muslim
commentators have argued. Tabataba’i writes, ”the narrative indicates that
the angels claimed the vicegerency for themselves and concurred in denying
it to Adam.”31 This view differs slightly from the Biblical account. While
the angels jealously guard their position in the Qur’an, it may be said that
God guards his position (and perhaps that of the heavenly council) in Genesis
- he removes Adam from the garden reasoning, ”The man has now become
like one of us, knowing good and evil. He must not be allowed to reach out
his hand and take also from the tree of life and eat, and live forever” (Gen
3.22, NIV).
Still, most commentators maintain that the angels did not rebel against
God’s decision to create Adam, his vicegerent. Some would say that the
angels did not even question God’s wisdom in creating Adam; Razi writes
that ”they asked simply to have an answer, since they denied the attribution
of foolishness to God.”32 Ibn Kathir was of the same opinion: when they
30 The view that angels sang praises of God’s creation is Biblical; compare Job 38.4-7:
”Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation? ... On what were its footing set, or
who laid its cornerstone – while the morning stars sang together and all the angels [Hebrew:
sons of God] shouted for joy?” (NIV).
31 Ayoub 1984.90
32 Ayoub 1984.77
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said, ”would you place therein one who spread corruption and shed blood,”
”the angels did not intend to contradict God... God says concerning the
angels, ”They do not precede him in speech” (Q21.27). This means that
they are unable to ask him anything except what he per-mits them to ask.33
The angels’ question may be comparable to David’s question in Psalm 8:
When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the
stars which you have set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him,
the son of man that you care for him? You have made him a little lower
than the heavenly beings and crowned him with glory and honor. You made
him ruler over the work of your hands; you put everything under his feet.
(Ps 8.3-6, NIV)
David is not questioning God’s wisdom; he is marveling at the honor God
has bestowed upon man. Some commentators have asked together with the
angels and David why God chose to make man his vicegerent. In what
sense is man superior to angels? There are grounds for arguing that the
angels are superior to man – they could live forever, or so Satan claims in
Q7.20. Yusuf Ali suggests that man is superior to the angels because unlike
the angels man has a free will and can take the initiative, qualities a ruler
needs. Further, man has emotion and can truly love God.34 Kateregga
suggests that what sets man apart from the angels is that he has the faculties
of learning, speaking, understanding, and discerning the right from the
wrong and good from evil.35 This interpretation is dependent on Q2.31-33.
God tells the angels, ”I know what you do not know” when they first ask
him why he chose Adam to rule. It is after this that he tells Adam the names
of things. He then asks first the angels and then Adam to recite the names.
When the angels fail the test and Adam passes it, God says, ”Did I not tell
you that I know what is concealed in the heavens and the earth, and I know
what you disclose and hide?” (Q2.30-33)36 Clearly that which makes Adam
superior to the angels is not something inherent to him, but something given
by God, ”the names of things”.
33 Ayoub 1984.76-77
34 Ali 1938.24
35 Kateregga & Shenk 1997.37-38
36 On the surface sura 2 contradicts Genesis, where God let Adam name all things. This is
not an unsurmountable contradiction. One could argue that the account in Genesis only
tells of God asking Adam to recite the names he had already been taught.
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Most commentators prefer to think that God did something more than just
provide Adam with a list of words to use in referring to objects. Some
commentators have said it means all the languages of the world. Mu’tazili
philosophers said, ”languages were invented by human beings; therefore
what is intended is that God inspired Adam and created in him the capacity
to invent languages.”37 The phrase ”the names of things” is associated with
the phrases ”the secrets of the heavens and the earth”, and ”I know what
you reveal and you conceal” (Q2.33). Some commentators have therefore
suggested that what God taught Adam was the names of the angels (thereby
giving him power over them), or the names of his descendants, or the inner
nature and qualities of things38 and perhaps their religious and worldly uses.
Whatever knowledge or facility the ”names of things” refers to, it is
something which angels lack, and something which they recognize makes
Adam their superior (cf Q2.32-33).
In two Meccan suras God tells the angels, ”When I have fashioned him in
due proportion and breathed into him of my spirit, lay ye down in obeisance
unto him” (Q15.29, Q38.72). If we take the account in sura 2 to be a
commentary on the Meccan versions of the story, the names of things may
be an explanation of what the spirit of God means. While this interpretation
is my own, Kateregga makes a similar association between the spirit God
gives man and language: ”the spirit refers to life which comes from God
and which has endowed man with qualities which are superior to other
creatures, most notably, superior intelligence, will, authority, and speech.”39
This suggests that the gift of language is one of the highest gifts God has
given. This view is related to the very high esteem shown for books in the
Qur’an, it is through language that truth is revealed.
I would agree with the Qur’an that language is a central difference between
man and animal, and with Kateregga I see the reference to God blowing
into man’s nostrils the breath of life (Gen 2.7) as him giving man life, not
the Holy Spirit.40 This is not to say that God does not also grant man the
Holy Spirit, just that this passage does not speak of it.
37 Ayoub 1984.80; compare Q55.3-4.
38 Ali 1938.24; so also earlier Ibn ’Arabi (Ayoub 1984.81).
39 Kateregga & Shenk 1997.46
40 So also Clines 1968.89. cf Asad footnote to Q15.29: ”Att Gud ’andas in något av sin
ande’ i människan är självfallet en metafor för att han begåvar henne med liv och
medvetenade, dvs själ” (2000.365).
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Iblis/Shaytan
The Qur’an shares with the Bible some ambiguity regarding the identity of
the one who tempted Adam. In Genesis, Satan is strictly speaking never
mentioned. Gen 3 speaks only of a serpent, who was ”more crafty than any
of the wild animals the Lord God has made” (Gen 3.1). Modern exegetes
hold that while the serpent is craftier than the other wild animals God had
made, it is nothing but a wild animal. They argue that its ability to speak
reflects the folkloric nature of the narrative.41
Early Christian exegetes and many dogmaticians (as well as average
Christians) hold that the serpent nevertheless is none other than Satan. This
equation of the serpent in Genesis with Satan is a long-standing one. Jesus
associated Satan and snakes: ”I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven.
Behold I have given you authority to tread upon serpents and scorpions,
and over all the power of the enemy (Luke 10.18-19).42 Some see a reference
to it in Rev 12.9: ”The great dragon was hurled down - that ancient serpent
called the devil, or Satan, who leads the whole world astray”(NIV).43 Others
would say that the serpent mentioned in Revelation is the twisting serpent
of Job 26.13: ”By his breath the skies became fair; his hand pierced the
gilding serpent” (NIV) and Isaiah 27.1: ”In that day the Lord will punish
with his sword, his fierce, great and powerful sword, Leviathan the gliding
serpent, Leviathan the coiling serpent, he will slay the monster or the sea”
(NIV). Although the connections with Isaiah and Job are plausible, it cannot
be excluded that the serpent in Revelation is not also closely connected
with the serpent in Genesis.44 At any rate, the early Christian apologists
Athenagoras (2nd century) and Justin Martyr (c100-c165) connected the
serpent in Genesis with Satan, and many others have followed their lead.45
41 Cf Westermann 1984.237-8
42 For an attempt at reconstructing the history of the identification of the snake in Eden
with Satan, see Forsyth, Neil 1987 The Old Enemy: Satan and the combat myth. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.
43 e.g. Mounce 1977.242
44 John combines motifs from Genesis and the prophets elsewhere; his depictions of the
tree of life draws upon Gen 2.9, 3.24 and Ezek 47.12 (Bauckham 1997.133). On the identity
of the serpent in Rev 12.17 with the ones in Gen 3.15, see also Forsyth (1987.304-305).
45 Kelly 1964.204-205
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The Qur’an refers to Adam’s tempter as ‘Shaytan’, which is cognate with
the Hebrew ‘Shatan’, whence our ‘Satan’. The Qur’an makes no mention
of the snake in the garden. But some ambiguity remains. Different terms
are used to refer to Adam’s opponent in the two parts of the Qur’anic
narrative of the fall: Iblis and Shaytan. In the narrative about the temptation
of Adam, only the word ‘Shaytan’ is used (Q2.36; 7.20; 20.120), although
‘Iblis’ was consistently used in the account immediately preceding this,
telling of his refusal to bow to Adam (Q2.34; 7.11; 20.116). The term ‘Iblis’
is relatively rare in the Qur’an; aside from the fall narratives, it also occurs
in Q26.95 and 34.20. Further, the word is not attested prior to the Qur’an.46
The question arises, are the terms ‘Shaytan’ and ‘Iblis’ synonymous? Both
words are often translated ‘devil’. As was mentioned, ‘Shaytan’ is cognate
with the Hebrew shatan, and it has been suggested that ‘Iblis’ is an adaptation
of the Greek diaboloV. Some Muslim scholars reject this view outright.47
Their reasons seem motivated by apologetics rather than linguistics.
Whatever the origin of the word ‘Iblis’, the character has the same role as
the devil in Jewish and Christian traditions about the fall of man. To my
knowledge, no serious scholar, Muslim or otherwise, has suggested that
Iblis and Shaytan are two different characters.48
How should the presence of the two designations be explained? One
explanation is that Muhammad has joined what were originally two separate
stories to form a new longer story. In favour of this theory is the fact that
the account in Q38 only includes the first half of the story, while the second
half is dominant in the account in Q20. In the same way it is commonly
thought that the different designations for God occurring in Genesis show
that the text is a conglomerate of originally independent narratives.49 But
as Beck points out, the Christian and Jewish sources to which Muhammad
could have had access do not divide the story of the fall of Satan and Adam
in this manner. These sources include the haggadah, The Life of Adam and
Eve, and the Treasure Cave; in all of these texts, the same designation is
used of the devil before his own fall, and while tempting Adam. Beck
46 Russell 1984.54
47 In a footnote to Q9.7 Asad tries to show that the Greek diabolos is derived from the
Arabic name for the fallen angel, not the other way around (see Bernström 1998.192).
48 cf Russell: ”That Iblis and Shaytan are two names for the same evil being is clear”
(1984.54).
49 Similarly, OT scholars have suggested that several different authors are responsible for
the narratives in Genesis on the basis of the different names they have for God.
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suggests that originally Muhammad had no interest in the fall of Adam, as
he rejected the doctrine of original or inherited sin. What he wanted to
explain was the fall of the devil. During this stage in his composition, he
used the pre-Muslim appellation ‘Iblis’. When he later sought to incorporate
the fall of Adam into the Qur’an, he chose to use the term ‘Shaytan’ instead,
as it didn’t smack of paganism as strongly.50  He maintained the term ‘Iblis’
in the first part of the narrative, presumably out of habit.
It is also possible that the alternation of names was stylistically motivated. In
reference to the use of the word ‘Satan’ in the pseudepigraphal Apocalypse of
Moses, Pinero writes that the author uses this designation when he wishes to
emphasize that ”the devil has the power of metamorphosis in order to enact
his plans.”51 This explanation may apply to the use of the word ‘Shaytan’ in
the Qur’anic account of the temptation as well; perhaps Iblis appeared
disguised as a snake as some Qur’anic commentators have suggested.52
I suggest that the relation between the terms ‘Iblis’ and ‘Shaytan’ is the same
as that between the Devil and ‘demon’. ‘Shaytan’ occasionally occurs as a
count noun rather than a proper name in the Qur’an; the plural form is found
(Q6.112); as is the indefinite form in Q81.25 ‘an accursed devil’ and Q15.17
‘every cursed devil’. According to Muslim belief, every individual has a
shaytan who tempts him; Kister quotes a tradition according to which
Muhammad said: ”My satan was an unbeliever but God helped me against
him and he converted to Islam; my wives were a help for me. Adam’s satan
was an infidel and Adam’s wife was an aid in his sin”.53 Ultimately it is Iblis
who is responsible for all temptations, as these narratives specify, but the
individual experiences these temptations as coming from one of his minions.
In saying that the serpent was just a wild animal, the author of the paradise
narrative struggled to avoid anything resembling dualism, such as was found
among the Zoroastrians. But in identifying the serpent as Satan, Christians
and after them Muslims have come close to reestablishing a form of dualism.
The Qur’an has a built-in defense against these dualistic tendencies: at the
beginning of one of the Qur’anic narratives of the fall it is specified that
50 Beck 1976.210, 233
51 Pinero 1993.203
52 Ayoub 1984.83-84
53 Kister 1988.93
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Iblis was also part of God’s creation. Q15.27 explains that before God
created man out of dry clay he created the jinn race ”from the fire of the
simoum (desert sandstorm wind).”54 The notion that the jinn were created
by God is also found in Q6.100 and Q55.15. While Iblis was created before
Adam and was present at Adam’s creation (Q15.28-31), he was not a witness
to the creation of the heavens unlike the high and mighty (Q18.51). God
makes it clear that Iblis and the jinn are not to be seen as his helpers, nor
are they to be worshipped (Q18.50-51). In saying that Iblis and the jinn are
God’s creation, the Qur’an rejects the doctrine of Satan as a demiurge and
affirms the monotheistic view that everything ultimately has its origin in
God.55  This is a view Christians would affirm.
Christians do not have any canonical texts which tell of Satan’s creation.
Although there are Biblical texts which associate Satan and lightning56 or
which associate angels and fire,57 the Bible does not teach that God created
angels or demons out of fire. This theme, which may have been suggested
by passages like ”He makes his angels winds, his servants flames of fire”
(Heb 1.7 (NIV), quoting the LXX of Ps 104.4), is developed further only in
pseudepigraphal literature.58
Is Iblis an angel?
While the angels were loyal to God and bowed down to Adam when God
told them to, Iblis does not. This raises the question, was Iblis one of the
angels? On this point commentators disagree. The Qur’an explicitly
identities Iblis as a jinn (Q18.50). Some hold that the jinn are a type of
angel: Tabari citing the Companion Ibn Abbas (d 687) writes, ”Iblis was
54 Thanks to David Johnston for the literal translation. Ali’s translation is quite literal:
”from the fire of the scorching wind’, while Dawood’s translations is rather free: ”[We
created] Satan from smokeless fire”.
55 cf Asad’s comment on Q2.34: ”Vi måste ... anta att [Iblis] ’uppror’ har en rent symbolisk
innebörd och att det i verkligheten är resultatet av en specifik funktion, som Gud har
tilldelat honom” (2000.9).
56 In Luke 10.18, Jesus says he saw ”Satan fall like lightning from heaven”.
57 cf Heb 1.7, Ps 104.4 Compare also accounts of the appearance of angels, for example at
Jesus’ birth: ”The glory of the Lord shone about them” (Luke 2.9). See also reference to
the cherubim with a flaming sword... (Gen 3.24).
58 cf 4 Ezra 8.21-22
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one of a group of angels called al-hinn. They were created of fire...”59
According to another tradition recorded by Tabari (d. 923), Iblis ”was one
of a multitude of angels called jinn. They were so called because they were
among the guardians of Paradise jannah.”60
Some commentators have argued that Iblis was not an angel himself, he was
only with the angels. Sayyid Qutb (1903-1966) writes ”the narrative points
to the fact that Iblis was not one of the species of angels, rather he was with
them.”61 In a similar manner some Christian commentators have seen Satan
as an impostor among the angels in Job 1.6 and 2.1: ”One day the angels
[Hebrew: sons of God] came to present themselves before the Lord, and
Satan also came with them” (NIV). Terrien is of the opinion that the preposition
‘among them’ betokam shows that Satan was not in fact one of the sons of
God, but an imposter.62 Paul might be called in to support this view: ”Satan
himself masquerades as an angel of light” (2 Cor 11.14, NIV).
While it remains unclear whether Iblis was an angel, the Qur’an makes it
clear that he was not one of God’s inner circle. In Q38.75 God asks Iblis
rhetorically, ”Art thou one of the high and mighty ones?” The answer is of
course No. Similarly in Q18.51 God specifies that Iblis and his progeny were
not called to witness the creation of heaven and earth. This is something that
the sons of God were called upon to do in the Biblical account (cf Job 38.4-7).
Satan’s jealousy and the temptation
The Qur’an makes it clear that lblis is jealous of the high status accorded
man. Ayoub writes, ”It may be argued that the purpose of the entire drama
of creation was for God to manifest his knowledge and power and to expose
the pride of Iblis.”63 Christian tradition also knows of Satan’s pride and the
jealousy coming from it although it is mentioned only in passing in the
Bible, in the deuterocanonical Wisdom of Solomon:
59 Ayoub 1984.74
60 Ayoub 1984.75
61 Ayoub 1984.92
62 Terrien 1963.54-55. Terrien represents the minority view. John E. Hartley in the Job volume
of NICOT and Marvin Pope in the Anchor Bible Commentary do not subscribe to this view.
63 Ayoub 1984.75
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God created us for incorruption, and made us an image for his own eternity,
but through the devil’s envy death entered the world, and those who belong
to his company experience it.
(Wisdom 2.23-24- RSV)
Although it is not directly referred to, the Devil’s pride is nevertheless
evident in the New Testament, perhaps most clearly in the temptation
narratives, where the Devil tries to convince Jesus to worship him (Matt 4
8-9, Luke 4.5-7). The notion that it was his envy of man that lead to Satan’s
fall is also found among Christian theologians, including the Church father
Irenaeus (c.130-c.200).64
The Qur’anic account of the temptation follows directly upon the story of
God’s call on the angels to bow to Adam. This shows that it is out of jealousy
and a desire for revenge that Satan tempts Adam into sin. This is made
clear in Q20.117; after Iblis had refused to bow to Adam, God said, ”O
Adam! Verily this is an enemy to thee and thy wife. So let him not get you
both out of the garden so that thou art landed in misery.”
There are some differences between the Qur’anic and Biblical accounts of
the temptation. One difference is in the number and kind of trees said to
stand in the middle of the garden. In the Qur’anic material a single tree is
standing in the garden. This tree is not named in the Qur’an (Q2.35, Q7.19),
it is Satan who first calls it ”the Tree of Eternity” (Q20.120) and tells Adam
that its fruit would cause him to live for ever (Q7.20). But Satan lied about
the qualities of the tree, just as he lied about it to Adam and Eve in Genesis.65
In Genesis two trees are mentioned both of which are named the tree of life
and the tree of the knowledge of good end evil. This discrepancy does not
need to imply that the Qur’an in completely unreliable. There is greater
agreement between the two accounts than is at first apparent. For most of the
Genesis narrative the tree of knowledge of good and evil is singled out the
tree of life is first mentioned in Gen 2.9 but it is mentioned next almost as an
afterthought in Gen 3.22. Westermann suggests that the tree of life was an
addition to the story, which spoke originally of a single unnamed tree in the
middle of the garden.66 If his theory is correct, the Qur’anic account does not
64 Russell 1984.56
65 cf Ali 1938.815; Asad comments on Q20.120: ”Eftersom Adam och Eva inte uppnådde
odödlighet... är det uppenbart att Djävulens förslag... var ett listigt bedrägeri” (2000.459)
66 Westermann 1984.223
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have to be seen as a corruption of the account in Genesis: rather, both accounts
could be derived from the same original source, telling of a single tree.67
Kateregga suggested that one of the things that sets man apart from angels
is that they have the knowledge of good and evil.68 Do Christians believe
that Adam and Eve had knowledge of good and evil before they ate of the
tree in the garden? Most commentators today assume so;69 they must have
been able to choose between obedience and disobedience or it would be
wrong for God to punish them for making the wrong choice.
Christian commentators offer alternative explanations for what ”knowledge
of good and evil” refers to. Some have suggested it refers to the consequences
of good and evil, or to sexual knowledge, or wisdom in general. Westermann,
Cassuto, and Wenham advocate this last explanation. Although God had
given man a discerning mind and the gift of language, ”there is wisdom
which is God’s sole preserve which man should not strive to attain.”70 This
is the wisdom that only God has; it is referred to in Job 15.7-9, Job 38.4-7,
Prov 30.1-4. When Satan tempts Adam and Eve to eat of the Tree of the
Knowledge of good and evil, he tempts them to try to become God. Adam
and Eve do not in fact eat the whole fruit; they only get enough wisdom to
feel embarrassed about their nakedness. This is the outcome of the Qur’anic
account as well (Q7.22; 20.121).
The Results of the Fall
In both the Qur’anic and the biblical accounts, God punishes Adam and Eve
for their disobedience by sending them out from the garden. Most Qur’anic
commentators are of the opinion that Satan was sent down with them because
when God says, ”Come down from the garden all of you” (Q2.36) the plural
imperative is used instead of the dual.71 In both the Qur’anic account and in
the Christian understanding of Genesis, God puts enmity between mankind
and Satan after this (Gen 3.15; Q2.36; Q7.24; Q20.123).
67 This is Asad’s view; see his comments on Q20.120: ”Detta symboliska träd omtalas i
Bibeln som ’livets träd’ och, alternativt, ’kunskapens träd på gott och ont” (2000.459).
68 Kateregga & Shenk 1997.37-38
69 cf Wenham 1987.63
70 Wenham 1987.63
71 Ayoub 1984.84. According to Asad, the plural form implies that all mankind had to share
in Adam and Eve’s fate (2000.9).
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The Qur’an differs from the Biblical account in that Adam asks God for
forgiveness, and ”his Lord turned towards him, for he is oft-returning, most
merciful” (Q2.37).72 Do Christians believe that Adam and Eve were
forgiven? In the Genesis account Adam does not ask for forgiveness, but
seeks to blame Eve, and indirectly God (Gen 3.12). Eve in turn blames the
serpent, whom God curses (Gen 3.14). God does not explicitly curse Adam
and Eve, although he does curse the ground because of them (Gen 3.17).
Although he drives the human couple out of the garden, God does not
cease to care for them; he provides them with coats of skin to use as clothing
(Gen 3.21). Christians need not contradict the Qur’anic assumption that
God forgave Adam, they would only specify that if God forgave Adam, he
did so ultimately only through Christ’s death on the cross.
According to the Qur’an, after God had driven Adam and his wife out of the
garden he promised guidance to them and their descendants (Q2.38; Q20.123).
Ali notes that while God usually uses the plural of majesty, in Q2.38 he says,
”And if, as is sure, there comes to you guidance from Me, whosoever follows
My guidance, on them shall be no fear, nor shall they grieve.” Here the first
person singular is used to express ”a special personal relationship.”73 In
contrast, although Christians believe that God speaks to all people through
creation, telling them what his will is (Rom 1.16-20), they do not know of
any special guidance given Adam, unless it be his conscience.
Some Muslims are of the opinion that although Adam wronged his soul in
disobeying the word of the Lord, some good came of his sin. Tabataba’i writes,
Even though Adam wronged his soul by bringing if to the edge of perdition...
yet he prepared for himself through his descent to the earth a degree of
bliss and a state of perfection which he would not have attained had he not
descended, nor would he have attained these without sin. (Ayoub 1934.91)
These words may seem shocking at first sight (and taken out of context)
but Christian thinkers have in a similar manner referred to Adam’s original
72 I assume that the ”words of inspiration” that the Lord taught Adam (Q 2.37) refer to the
Adam prayer recorded in Q 7.23: ”O Lord! We have wronged our own souls; if thou
forgive us not and bestow not upon us thy mercy, we shall surely be lost.” cf Ayoub 1984.84.
73 Ali 1938.26
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sin as a good thing, felix culpa, because as a result Christ eventually came
to save mankind.74
Is Adam representative of all people?
The Qur’anic commentators want to see Adam as the representative of all
people in some respects, but not in others. They agree that his function as
khalifa has been transferred to his faithful progeny, especially to the
prophets. And they agree that after Adam had been expelled from the Garden,
all people are born outside the Garden. But they maintain that we are not
born guilty just because Adam ate of the tree in the Garden. We are all born
”innocent, pure and free” and we ”can easily avoid sin.”75
But the Qur’an also witnesses to the sinful nature of man: the angels who
are speaking the words of God according to some commentators, asked
God, ”Will you put there one that will do evil and shed blood?” (Q2.30).
The angels foresaw that although he was God’s vicegerent, man would by
nature be sinful, and would bring evil into a world that knew it not. God
does not say that the angels were wrong in their assumption, he just says
that there is more to man than that.
Although the Qur’an rejects the doctrine of original sin, and stresses that
the individual will be judged for what he has done, Q2.30 provides some
common ground for dialogue between Christians and Muslims. Whether
Adam’s progeny inherited his sin or not (and I think not), the Bible and the
Qur’an agree that mankind did inherit his inclination to sin, as evidenced
by the behavior of one belonging to the second generation of humans -
Cain (Gen 4.1-16; Q5.27-31).76
74 See the Roman Catholic Easter vigil text Exsultet: ”O certe necessarium Adae peccatum,
quod Christi morte deletum est! O felix culpa, quae talem ac tantum meruit habere
Redemptorem!”
75 Kateregga &  Shenk 1997.45; see also Nyang 1985.58.
76 Regarding Muslim-Christian differences regarding original sin, Shenk writes, ”From a
Biblical perspective, it is far more important to recognize that we need redemption from
our sins than it is to develop theories as to how precisely sin is or is not transmitted”
(Kateregga & Shenk 1997.141).
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Jesus, the Second Adam
Much of what the Qur’an ascribes to Adam, Christians would ascribe to
Jesus. Muslims know Adam, the first man, who the Bible and the Qur’an
tell us was made of earth (Gen 2.7; Q15.28). They have yet to know the
second man, the one from heaven (1 Cor 15.48). Significantly, while they
may not know Jesus in the way Christians do, Muslims believe that Jesus
is in some ways remarkably similar to Adam. Both were born as the result
of God’s word, rather than as the result of a man’s will; compare John 1.14
and Q3.59: ”Jesus is just like Adam in the sight of God. He created him out
of dust and then said to him: ‘Be’ and he was”.
While agreeing that Adam was made to be God’s vicegerent, Christians would
say that the one who has ultimately shown what the job implies is Jesus.
Jesus is the image of God par excellence (2 Cor 4.4, Col 1.15); as individuals
become transformed into Christ’s likeness, they become the image God
intended (2 Cor 3.18; cf 1 Cor 15.49). In its Old Testament context, Psalm
6.4-6 seems to refer to the high state God has assigned mankind. In the New
Testament, the author of Hebrews applies these verses to Jesus:
It is not to angels that he has subjected the world to come... But there is a
place where someone has testified: ”What is man that you are mindful of
him, the son of man that you care for him? You made him a little lower than
the angels; you crowned him with glory and honor and put everything under
his feet..” In putting everything under him, God left nothing that is not subject
to him... We see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the angels, now
crowned with glory and honor because he suffered death, so that by the grace
of God he might taste death for everyone. (Hebrews 2.5-9, NIV)
Similarly, as was mentioned above, the Bible does not speak of angels
bowing down to man, but Hebrews does say that angels bow down to Jesus
(Heb 1.6).
The Christian Scriptures do not know whether Adam was given special
guidance that spared him and his descendants from fear and grief after he
had left the garden (Q2.38), but the New Testament says that Christ promised
to give his disciples the Counselor, the Spirit of Truth, who goes out from
the Father, and who testifies to Jesus (John 15.26). And in connection with
the promise of the Counselor, Jesus says, ”Peace I leave with you, my
peace I give you. I do not give as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be
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troubled and do not be afraid” (John 14.27, NIV). While God may have
given Adam guidance and some comfort from fear, the ultimate guidance
and freedom from fear comes from the Spirit which Jesus promises to send
those who love him according to the New Testament.
With the Qur’an, Christians believe that God breathed the breath of life
into Adam and made him a living being, and they affirm that God is the
source of all life. But Christians also believe that God wants to give people
more than earthly life: he wants to give us the true life, which comes through
the Spirit Jesus promised. As Paul writes, ”The first man Adam became a
living being; the last Adam, a life-giving Spirit” (1 Cor 15.45, NIV).
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The Role of Religion in Social Change:
The Arrival of Christianity among
the Dii People in Adamawa,
Northern Cameroon (1934-1960)
Tomas Sundnes Drønen
Our ancestors used to live on this mountain named Mgbang Sii. They lived
in several different villages that were all equal. No one decided over the
others. When the Fulbe from Rey Bouba arrived, they tried to conquer us
by starvation. They cut our harvest before it was ripe. But our ancestors
made reservoirs of the grain ”sàd”, an herb whose grains are very small
and which was the first culture known among the Dii. They put these grains
in huge jars that were hidden in caverns in the mountain, in case of a siege
(…). But our ancestors were beaten and fled, leaving behind their villages,
where no one ever again set foot. But the ”sàd” grains are still there, they
sleep inside the mountain. But no one knows exactly where they are. Maybe,
one day, a hunter will discover them? But no one dares touching them, no
one knows what to do with them.1
With this myth of origin, a Dii from Mbé presented himself to the Canadian
researcher Jean-Claude Muller. It is a history that emphasises the unity and
peace that once reigned before the arrival of the Muslim Fulbe. But it is
also a myth with an open end; it ends with questions and uncertainty
concerning the future.
1 «Nos ancêtres vivaient autrefois sur cette montagne, nommée Mgbang Sii. Ils étaient
groupés en un certain nombre de villages tous égaux. Aucun ne commandait à l’autre.
Lorsque les Peuls de Rey-Bouba sont arrivés, ils voulurent nous conquérir en nous affamant.
Ils prirent l’habitude de couper nos récoltes avant mûrissement. Mais nos ancêtres firent
des réserves de la céréale sàd, une plante dont les grains sont minuscules et qui est la
première culture connue des Dii. Ils mirent ces graines dans d’immenses jarres cachées
dans des cavernes et des crevasses de la montagne, ceci en prévision d’un siège (…). Mais
nos ancêtres furent vaincus et se dispersèrent, abandonnant leurs villages où il ne reste
plus personne depuis lors. Cependant, les graines de sàd sont toujours là, qui dorment à
l’intérieur de la montagne, mais personne ne sait exactement où elles sont. Peut-être, un
jour, un chasseur les redécouvrira-t-il? Mais alors, personne n’osera y toucher et personne
ne saura qu’en faire.» This version of the myth is presented by Muller in (Muller 1992: 4).
Author’s translation.
480 Tomas Sundnes Drønen
In this article we will follow the development of the Dii people, their
symbolic departure from the mountain and their encounter with modernity
and with the two world-religions, Islam and Christianity. The emphasis of
the article will be on the active role played by the Dii in the encounter with
the first Christian missionaries, and the development of Christian-Muslim
relations in the region. A brief presentation of the Dii-people and the arrival
of Islam and Christianity, will be followed by a sociological analysis of
how the Dii manoeuvred through the spiritually and politically changing
landscape of Africa in the first part of the twentieth century.
The Dii
The Dii people (also known under the name Dourou/Duru2), who live in the
northern Cameroon province of Adamawa, number between 40,000 and
50,000 people.3 The Dii form one linguistic group with several dialects4 among
the approximately 250 different languages found in Cameroon. The Dii are
spread in some one hundred villages numbering from some thirty inhabitants
to around one thousand, but several chiefdoms can form a bigger village or a
town. The majority of the Dii live on the so-called Dii plain along the paved
road between the two big cities in the region, Ngaoundere and Garoua. Smaller
Dii communities are also found on the Adamawa plateau and further northeast,
near the lamidate of Rey Bouba. The administrative centre in the Dii region
is Mbé, situated some 70 kilometres north of Ngaoundere. The Dii traditionally
are farmers (sorghum, inyam and lately corn), but have also been engaged in
trade and are renowned for their blacksmith clan. In the last decades, a large
number have been employed in government administration and in the
administration of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Cameroon (EELC)5 as
a result of the high level of education among the last generation of Dii. There
2 Dourou/Duru was a name given to the Dii by the Mboum.
3 No official population statistics are available, Podlewski estimated 35.000 in the late
1960s (Podlewski 1970: 24), Muller’s more recent estimations vary between 30.000-40.000
(Muller 1997a: 8), 40.000 (Muller 1995: 39), 40-50.000 (Muller 2002: 13) and 50.000
(Muller 2000: 41), whereas Djesa proposes 50.000 (Djesa 2001: 41).
4 Lee Bonhoff classifies the Dii as one language with four major dialects: guum, mam’be,
mam nà’a and paan (which also include three minor dialects: naan, saan and huun) (Bonhoff
and Kadia 1991).
5 Eglise Evangélique Luthérienne du Cameroun.
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are no recent statistics6 as to percentage of Christians and Muslims among
the Dii, but leaders of the EELC estimate that approximately 50 per cent of
the Dii are Christians.
The origin of the Dii is hard to trace in detail, and no written history is
available. Jean-Claude Muller, a Canadian anthropologist who has been
working among the Dii from1990 onwards, claims that geographical origin
is explained in many different ways by different heads of villages (Muller
1992: 12), but they all claim to have their roots in the region. The general
impression is, however, that the majority of the Dii lived further north, in
what is today the lamidate of Ray-Bouba, but was forced further south
following the aggressive Fulbe expansion in the early nineteenth century
(Lembezat 1961: 222; Muller 1997: 61-63; Podlewski 1970: 24). The actual
placing of the many Dii villages is the result of migration following the
mobility of the Dii, Fulbe, German, French, and to some extent Norwegian
interference, the Dii being much influenced by Muslim conquerors, German
and French colonialism and Norwegian Protestant missionaries.
Today an overall majority of the Dii present themselves as either Christians
or Muslims. I have not yet met a single person claiming to be adherent of
the traditional Dii religion,7 and this is confirmed by Muller who claims
that the term ”traditionalist” has negative connotations, meaning ”man with
no value” (Muller 2000: 39-41). The traditional religion of the Dii contains
many of the most central aspects and beliefs that are shared by the majority
of sub-Saharan traditional religions8. The supreme God, Tayii, often
presented by the metaphor ”the big mountain” (Frobenius 1987: 150), is
the creator of all things, but does not interfere unless there is a crisis
regarding the creation. According to John Mbiti, a shared characteristic
among most tribal images of God is that he is simultaneously transcendent
6 Podlewski’s investigations from the late 1960s claim that on the Dii plain 46% were
Muslims, 47% were Protestants, 4% were traditional practitioners (Podlewski 1970: 48).
Long time NMS missionary among the Dii, Lars Lode, claims that around one third of the
Dii on the plain are Christians, the rest mostly Muslims (Lode 1997: 36). They both agree
that on the Adamawa plateau and further north, a larger percentage is Muslim.
7 My contact with the Dii people goes back to my first fieldwork in the region in 1996. I
later worked as a teacher in History of religion at Institut Luthérien de Théologie de
Meiganga in Adamawa, Cameroun, from August 1998 to June 2003.
8 African Traditional Religion is put in plural without entering into the discussion iniated
by Laurenti Magesa as to whether African Traditional religion should be viewed as one
world-religion or several independent religions. For further information, see Magessa 1997.
482 Tomas Sundnes Drønen
and immanent (Mbiti 1999: 29), and God does not receive prayers in
traditional Dii religion. He is, however, offered a sacrifice to ensure fertility
while the sorghum is still not ripe. This sacrifice is the most important
public communication between the male Dii and God. The chief of the
village, gbanaa, within three days of the new moon, collects a white ram,
cuts the throat and pours the blood into a hole in the ground. The gbanaa
addresses his invocations to God, asking for a good harvest, good health,
many children and good luck for the hunters, not to mention the most
important, which is good production for the blacksmiths. Then the hole is
once more filled, a meal is prepared of couscous made by sorghum and the
meat of the sheep, and the traditional beer is consumed in large quantities,
women being excluded from the meal as well as from the sacrifice
(Frobenius 1987: 142). Another tradition to secure the harvest is the practice
of washing and painting the skull of the last gbanaa, in order to please the
ancestors. This is done on the altar of the gbanaa (Muller 2000: 41).
There are no priests among the Dii. The ritual functions are shared by the
chief, the circumciser, and by the blacksmith. In smaller villages the
blacksmith may be responsible for the circumcision. According to Muller
circumcision is ”the main cultural and social backbone of Dii political and
social structure” (Muller 1996: 102), and the structure of society is organised
according to the roles played by important persons during the rite of
circumcision. The actual rite of circumcision is a rite of initiation, making
young boys men, and making them Dii. The first objective of the rite is to
separate the boys from the girls, all details concerning the circumcision
being hidden from the female Dii. The next objective is to learn to control
the body and respect the elders by accepting the pain that follows the
circumcision and the teaching that follows (Muller 1993: 532). The young
boys, from nine to fifteen years, stay for three days with the circumciser
before going into the bush for approximately one month where they learn
”the secret language” and suffer more corporal pain9.
The importance of circumcision is also connected to the knives used by the
circumciser. The knives are regarded as divinities or spirits, yoob. They are
sometimes called zag, panther, because they are said to be as dangerous as
this animal, and between each ceremony they are put in jars and hidden in
the mountains. The knives can also be used as judges in certain ceremonies
9 For more information about the circumcision among the Dii, see Muller 2002).
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where, hidden underneath leaves, the knives will harm the person that is
guilty (Muller 2000: 41).
Today few young Dii are familiar with details of their own tradition. On the
road towards ”modernity” and the interaction with independent Cameroon,
Islam and Christianity, certain rites have been abandoned. These rites were
either banned by the government through campaigns of islamisation in the
late 1960s and early 1970s, or by the influence of Christian missionaries that
judged certain practices as ”evil and sinful”. However, as we shall see, the
Dii have played an active part in the transformation of their own identity, and
they have kept certain traditions and transformed their initial meaning.
Circumcision is still practised, even if the Dii themselves claim that the rite
has gone from being ”religion” to being merely ”tradition”10.
The arrival of Islam
The first Muslims, the nomad Fulbe, arrived in the region before the
eighteenth century (Hiskett 1984: 53; Mohammadou 1981: ; Njeuma 1997:
9), and exercised friendly relations with the Dii, who welcomed the herders
and their cattle. The Fulbe is a semi-nomadic people who today number
approximately 15 million people from Senegal to the Central African
Republic. Although the origin of the Fulbe is blurred, most scholars agree
that the Fulbe moved east from Senegal (Futa Toro and Macina) towards
Nigeria between the thirteenth and the fifteenth century11. Migration from
Bornu (present day Nigeria) to Adamawa followed different patterns, but
according to the sources it was always friendly. One example of the Fulbe
leaders that were settled in Northern Cameroon before the jihad is the Fulbe
ruler of Ray-Bouba who settled in Rey through marriage with a local princess
(Njeuma 1978: 13).
10 This is affirmed by Muller 2000, p. 40.
11 According to Mohammadou the Fulbe clans that later inhabited Adamawa originated
from Masina, the old Mali empire, and migrated east towards Adamawa between the
thirteenth and the fifteenth century. He continues to argue that nomad Fulbe visited
Adamawa from the late thirteenth century, and that during the seventeenth century an
increasing number of Fulbe brought their cattle to what is today Northern Cameroon.
Around 1700 the first Fulbe settled in Rey through matrimonial alliances with the Dâma
and the Môno (Mohammadou 1981). Also in Garoua, Gurin and Chamba Fulbe leaders
were installed as Muslim rulers before the jihad (Njeuma 1978: 24). The level of Islamic
knowledge among the first nomad Fulbe is difficult to evaluate, but it is established that
Islam has been present in Northern Cameroon from the early eighteenth century.
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This harmony lasted until the arrival of the Fulbe jihad warriors in the
early nineteenth century. Following the success of Uthman dan Fodio and
the establishment of his caliphate in Sokoto (Nigeria), the jihad spread to
what is today called Adamawa, a region which was named after the local
leader of the jihad, Moddibo Adama. Uthman dan Fodio was a great
politician, but he was also a spiritual leader, an author, and an intellectual
whose intention was to reform the nominal Islam practised by his Haoussa
neighbours. In a number of letters to the Hausa ruler of Bornu, Uthman
argued in favour of the Fulbe right to convert people to an Islam purified of
”heathen” practices, and the right to defend the Fulbe community against
attacks from the Hausa chiefs (Njeuma 1978: 20-21; Trimingham 1962:
195). Towards the year 1804 Uthman lanced his jihad and created the Sokoto
caliphate. Dan Fodio’s jihad was probably inspired by other Muslim
revolutions in West Africa (Futa Toro and Agadez) and the teaching of his
personal professors. Jibril bin ‘Umar al-Aqdisa from Agadez. Jibril was an
intense and zealous religious personality who was influenced by the great
Sufi revival around the Azhar mosque in Cairo in the second half of the
eighteenth century. He introduced Uthman to the qadiriyya sufi brotherhood.
This mystic reform movement in the Middle East was a response to the
general turbulence that the Islamic world faced around the end of the
eighteenth century. It was also a reaction against the Wahhabisme in Saudi-
Arabia that did not accept the veneration of walis (holy men) among the
Sufi and the pilgrimages to their tombs (Hiskett 1973: 40-41, 60-62). Jibril
was also aware of European interference with Muslim affairs in the Orient,
which leads us to conclude that the Sokoto revolution was dependent on
local events, but that it also was en echo of political and intellectual
movements in the Middle East (Drønen and Koulagna 2002: 61).
But the jihad in present-day Cameroon soon took a more materialistic turn.
The local people were offered peace and submission or war, which often
was easily won by the militarily superior Fulbe horsemen12. The local people
were rarely converted to Islam, which would have been a hindrance to the
large-scale slave trade introduced by the Fulbe, Muslims being restricted
by the Koran from making a fellow Muslim believer a slave (Bah 1993:
82; Lacroix 1966: 402; Njeuma 1978: 65). To what extent the military
movement in Adamawa followed the initial religious ideas of Uthman dan
12 For more information about the military strength and strategy of the Fulbe in Adamawa,
see (Bah 1982).
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Fodio, or to what extent the jihad only became a pretext for the Fulbe to
gain more grazing land for their cattle and material wealth from the slave
trade, is heavily debated among scholars13. What many of them seem to
forget is that within the Islamic tradition there is no contradiction between
spiritual and material progress. Following the example of Muhammad and
the first four caliphs, material prosperity was actually a sign of spiritual
blessing, and it is therefore probable that the Fulbe conquerors initially
saw material gain as part of the jihad. The Fulbe themselves interpreted the
military expansion as part of a religious project. To question why the Fulbe
did not put more effort into converting the conquered people and often
refused to convert them (Gausset 2002: 169), is reasonable, and shows the
ambiguity of the Fulbe conquest. It is beyond doubt that the jihad soon
took a materialistic turn, and that not all of the Fulbe chiefs saw the religious
obligations to convert the native population as the most important one. But
this does not disqualify the movement from being, in essence, a religious
movement. This leads me to conclude with Smith that ”The ambiguous
character of Shehu dan Fodio’s jihad derives from the ambiguous character
of  jihad itself.” (Smith 1966: 419).
Muller’s historical investigation states that harmony reigned between the
Dii and the Fulbe before the jihad (Muller 1997: 62). The few Fulbe in the
area were treated as equal trading partners, their cattle brought milk and
meat, a welcomed supplement to the Dii diet. The Fulbe profited from the
Dii farming products, and their iron skills, the Dii being the only group in
the region who knew the ”secret of the iron”. This harmony ended with the
military invasion in the early nineteenth century. The Dii people claim that
they never were slaves under the Fulbe, which is partly true since the Dii
fled from areas where slavery was a threat. Several Dii villages, however,
were conquered (Mohammadou 1979: 166-167) and had to pay heavy taxes
to the lamido14 in Rei. Other Dii groups moved their villages from the
immediate lamidate of Rey, but agreed on his demand for soldiers for slave-
raiding expeditions. This was also the case in the Ngaoundere lamidate,
where the Dii and the more organised Mboum, who initially inhabited the
13 A materialistic interpretation of the jihad is presented by several scholars who claims
that the jihad for most of the Fulbe was a political act (Bah 1993: 76; Gausset 2002: 168;
Mohammadou 1981: 238). Other scholars argue that religion played a major role in the
military expansion of the Fulbe (Hansen 2000: 81-82; Njeuma 1978: 66).
14 Lamido (pl. lamibbe) was the title of the local muslim rulers that were subordinated
under the Emir of Yola.
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Ngaoundere plateau, seem to have avoided the slave-status and contributed
to the army of the Fulbe (Hansen 2000: 48). But the Dii, along with the
other kirdi (pagan) people, had to pay tribute to the lamido in Ngaoundere
(Burnham 1980: 49).
The process of islamisation among the Dii was slow and followed the pattern
of prestige, conversion of chiefs and the participation in trade (Bah 1993:
82-83). In general it was the impact of the Sufi brotherhoods in the early
twentieth century that led to the islamisation of the ordinary people in
northern Cameroon (Bah 1996). Curiously, Muller argues that the arrival
of the missionaries not only opened the way for Christianity, but also for
freedom of religion in a wider sense so that it became easier for some Dii
to also convert to Islam (Muller 1997: 70). This information is interesting,
but further investigation has to be carried out in order to understand these
statements properly.
After independence in 1960 and the arrival in power of the Muslim president,
Ahidjo (a Fulbe from Garoua), Muslims, and especially Fulbe, held all
important political posts in northern Cameroon (Azarya 1976). This influenced
very much the process of Islamisation, since anyone aspiring to a job in the
administration in the North had to be a Muslim. This state-sponsored campaign
of Islamisation reached the Dii especially between 1967 and 1969 (Muller
2000: 45) when the Cameroon State built mosques in major villages that did
not have a house for prayers built in cement. Traditional religion suffered
hard from this campaign, altars and ”idols” being destroyed and knives of
circumcision thrown into rivers along with other ”charms” and traditional
protection. This missionary effort from the State also touched the Christians
and led to the destruction of several chapels15. We can then conclude that the
process of trying to convert the Dii to Islam was a slow and mainly peaceful
process, interrupted by violent incidents the first years of the jihad and through
the turbulent end of the 1960s.
15 These events, also worth further studies, will not be part of the period analysed later in
this article.
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The arrival of Christianity
The first Christian missionary in Adamawa16, the American Eugene
Gunderson, arrived in Ngaoundere in 1923. Christian mission was established
in Cameroon with the arrival of Alfred Saker from the London Baptist Mission
in Douala in 1841, with the first Catholic missionary arriving half a century
later, in 1885 (Mveng 1963: 451-452, 461). But the colonial administrators
were reluctant to the establishing of missions in the north, where they feared
problems with the ruling Muslim Fulbe. It was thus not until the arrival of
Gunderson that Christianity was introduced in Adamawa. Gunderson first
got permission to work in Ngaoundere, but he soon travelled southeast to the
Mbere region to seek timber for construction. Here the Gbaya warmly
welcomed him, and Gunderson therefore prolonged his stay and started his
work among the Gbaya in Mboula. In the meantime Gunderson’s permission
to establish a mission in Ngaoundere expired, so that when the first Norwegian
missionaries, Flatland, Thrana, Oseland and Nikolaisen, arrived in
Ngaoundere on February 6, 1925, they received permission from the French
administrator to establish their work there (Lode 1990: 12-15).
The first Norwegian missionaries were funded by a small society called
Sudanmisjonen17 (The Sudan Mission). Fredrik Müller, who in 1916
attended a meeting in Denmark where the lack of missionaries in Sudan
was discussed, was deeply moved by this challenge and on his return to
Norway he established a new mission society, the Sudan Mission (Nicolaisen
and Endresen 1949: 296). The background for the general engagement for
Sudan in Scandinavia was the international mission conference in Edinburgh
1910, where the ”apostle-belt” strategy was introduced. The idea was to
establish a ”belt” of mission-stations across sub-Saharan Africa to prevent
Islam from expanding further south. The focus of the conference was not
to evangelise Muslims, but rather to reach the ”pagans” with the Gospel
before Islam did. The focus of the Norwegian missionaries in Ngaoundere
was therefore to work among the pagan Mboum, and not the Muslim Fulbe.
16 The first foreign Christian Mission to be established in northern Cameroon was the
American Lutheran Bretheren Mission who started their work north of Garoua in 1918
(Sandnes 1991: 48).
17 The work of Sudanmisjonen in Cameroon was practically organised by NMS (Norsk
Misjonsselskap), and in 1939 Sudanmisjonen became an integral part of NMS.
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For the first years, the Norwegian missionaries were busy with construction
and language learning. They thus depended on evangelists from the south
to start their work among the Mboum. But the people attending the meetings
in Ngaoundere these first years were mainly construction workers and people
from the south, and it soon became clear that the Mboum in Ngaoundere
were much more influenced by Islam than had been first assumed. The
missionaries therefore started to look for new areas to proclaim the Gospel.
After having visited the plain north of Ngaoundere, mainly inhabited by
the Dii people, Thrana proposed to the Norwegian mission conference in
1934 to expand their work to this area. He argued that the Dii was the least
Islamised people in the Ngaoundere region, and that it was only a question
of time before the Muslim elite in Ngaoundere would emphasise the
expansion of Islam, at least to the Dii elite. But since Rey Bouba was closed
to missionaries, at least with the present ”Sultan of Rey”, Thrana argued
that the area was too small for building a station, and that local evangelists
and teachers, supervised from Ngaoundere, should start the work. The
conference then decided to send the evangelist Njemba to live in Mbé and
also work in Karna. Two teachers were also hired, Atuba in Mbé, and the
Martin in Karna. Altogether eleven young Christians from the south were
employed as teachers and evangelists by the conference this year; five had
been trained as catechists by the missionaries.18
From day one, it was education that was the method for establishing
Christianity among the Dii.19 Through the school, the mission received its
first catechumens who later became the backbone of the church. The
Norwegian mission soon established schools in all major villages on the
Dii plain with considerable success, and the Dii were favourable to this
expansion.20 In 1951 a Protestant mission station was built in Mbé, a project
accelerated by rumours that a Catholic mission was about to be established
in the same area. The arrival of Catholic missionaries in Karna, a village
some ten kilometres south of Mbé, the following year, triggered a Protestant-
18 Conference report, Sudan Mission/NMS, Ngaoundere 1934 (NMS archives, Stavanger),
p. 17-25. According to Lode, it was Ndjemba and Emini who finally were installed by
Thrana in Mbé, and Martin was installed in Karna in July 1934 (Lode 1990: 43).
19 Bengt Sundkler writes «Cameroon welcomed the missions, not so much because of their
religious message, but because of their schools. They were all ‘asking for book’.» (Sundkler
and Steed 2000: 266). Even if this comment is directed at the growth of Christianity in the
southern part of Cameroon, I think it also covers the experience of the missions in the north.
20 Podlewski (1970: 24) comments on the surprisingly high level of school attendance
among the Dii, stating that it must clearly be the record in northern Cameroon.
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Catholic ”race for souls”, and it seems that the Dii took advantage of this
competition. The Dii were now in a position where they could demand more
qualified teachers or threaten the Norwegian missionaries with ”conversion
to the enemy”, an interesting scenario. The Dii also profited from the building
of dispensaries and later on also from an agricultural project, efforts made by
the Norwegian that created strong ties between the Dii and the mission.
Christianity was, however, not established among the Dii without problems,
and the success of the mission in the years before World War II can be
described as a roller coaster. The two existing political authorities, the Fulbe
and the French colonial administration, had ambiguous feelings about the
establishing of Christian mission among the Dii, and the missionaries were
dependent on support from at least one of the two to be able to maintain
and expand their work. We shall in the following sections suggest that the
first years of Christian-Muslim relations in the area was a fight about
goodwill among the French colonial administrators, and that this later
developed into a political controversy between the Dii and the Fulbe, religion
increasingly becoming a part of the conflict. To state the reason for this
hypothesis we shall now further analyse two episodes that include fighting
over colonial goodwill and the development of a Dii-Fulbe conflict based
on the political and religious new-orientation of the Dii.
The development of Christian-Muslim Relations
The ”crisis in Duru” – a Fight for Colonial Goodwill
Reading the reports from the early mission conferences, it soon becomes
clear that three opponents were dealt with, as the introduction to the
conference in Yoko 1936, written by the supervisor on the field, Halfdan
Endresen clearly states:
Our relation to the administration has been the best, and it has been easy to
obtain permissions for new stations. The Catholics have been relatively
calm the last year, but it seems that they are preparing a new offensive, and
there are things that indicate that they now consider starting their work in
the northern part of our mission field too. The passive resistance of the
Muhammadanians has been felt more strongly than earlier. It will probably
increase proportionally with the growth of our work. Our success among
the Duru-tribe seems particularly to be a thorn in their eye. They can now
no longer exploit the Duru, like they did before. Until now they have,
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however, not dared to create visible obstacles, as they understand that the
administration is behind us and protects us.21
The report starts by referring to the colonial administration, which shows
that without their goodwill, the work of the mission would be very difficult.
Second is a European opponent, the French Catholics, and third is the local
opponent, the Muslim administration ruled by the local king, the lamido.
The general impression we get from the written and oral sources available
is that the Dii had to pay heavy tribute to the lamido in Ngaoundere. The
colonial administration had stated that ten per cent of the harvest should be
versed (Meaning of ‘verse’? See p. 4 for another problematic use of the
same word.) to the king, but it is obvious that this was not respected by the
lamido. Kåre Lode also claims that the lamido at this point sent his doggaries
(his personal soldiers) to capture young Dii boys and girls to serve as slaves
in his palace (Lode 1990: 43).22 When the Dii so quickly23 accepted and
welcomed the missionaries, we must try to analyse the background of this
encounter. Very soon the missionaries started to interfere with the established
relationship between the Fulbe and the Dii. Whether this was an explicit
demand from the Dii, or this was a general idea among the missionaries of
liberating an oppressed people, is hard to tell from the sources. However,
Muller’s article, with the peculiar title Merci à vous, les Blancs, de nous
avoir liberés! (Thanks to you, the white, for having liberated us!) indicates
that the Dii saw the collaboration of the mission and the colonial
administration as a joint force that liberated them from the Fulbe.
21 «Forholdet til administrasjonen har vært det beste, og det har vært lett å få nye ansøkninger
om utestasjoner innvilget. Katolikkene har holdt sig forholdsvis rolige i det forløpne år,
men de synes å forberede seg til et nytt fremstøt, og der er ting som tyder på at de nu akter
å ta fatt også på den nordlige delen av vår misjonsmark. Muhammedanernes passive
motstand har vært mer følbar enn tidligere. Den vil rimeligvis øke proposjonalt med vårt
arbeids vekst. Vår inngang blant durustammen synes særlig å være fulanerne en torn i øiet.
De kan jo nu ikke lenger usett utsuge duruene, som de tidligere gjorde. Hittil har de dog
ikke våget åpenbart å legge oss hindringer i veien, da de forstår at administrasjonen står
bak oss og beskytter oss. » Conference report, Sudan Mission/NMS, Yoko 1936, p. 3.
Author’s translation.
22 It must be added that there were different categories of slaves, and as Hansen (1992)
rightly claims, they were treated in many different ways. But it seems obvious that Lode
here refers to the capturing of young boys and girls against the will of their parents, thus
what we normally refer to as slavery.
23 All the Conference reports states  is that the Dii was open to the work of the mission, and
Muller (1997) confirms this.
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1937 turned out to be a crucial year for the mission on the Dii plain. The
Dii understood that the missionaries could help them with the heavy burden
laid upon them by the lamido and his tax collectors, and that now was the
time - and they were right. After having received complaints from the Dii,
and after having obtained support from the chef de subdivision,  Delcroix
and Endresen took action. When he left for his vacation he paid a visit to
the High Commissioner in Yaounde to discuss the situation of the Dii. The
result of this meeting was that Mbé became chef de canton, and that the
lamido lost his power over the Dii. The Dii should, on their proper initiative,
pay a tribute to the lamido, but they should themselves decide the size of it.
The lamido’s tax collectors no longer had the right to visit the Dii-plain
(Lode 1990: 44). Things looked good for the Dii, but the administrative
fight over the Dii-plain was not resolved with this.
During Endresen’s absence several of the teachers employed by the mission
mistreated the children, forcing them to hard labour on their own fields,
and forcing them to attend school. The French administration was informed,
and one of the teachers was sentenced to two and a half years in prison. In
his report, Fløttum writes that he agrees with Delcroix that the teacher was
guilty of the charges.24 But the real problem for the mission started when
the new chef de région, Mr. Jaubert, interfered. He was obviously not so
favourable to the work of the mission, and visited village after village,
telling the parents that they did not have to send their children to school.
According to Fløttum, the interpreters (all the lamido’s men) translated this
as that the parents should not send their children to school.25 And since this
was in the middle of the harvest, most parents followed the administration’s
advice and took their children out of the school. A further blow to the mission
was the news of the transfer of Delcroix, who all along had supported the
missionaries. According to the Norwegian missionaries, it was Jaubert who
was behind the transfer, and that this was a favour granted to the lamido.
The missionaries further saw an alliance between Jaubert and the lamido in
the next move by Jaubert, when he declared all the mission authorisations
for schools among the Dii, invalid (Lode 1990: 45). It is clear that with
Jaubert as chef de région, new authorisations would be difficult to obtain,
and that no Dii would dare to sign an application that was bound to be
24 Conference report, Sudan Mission/NMS 1937, p. 11.
25 Conference report, Sudan Mission/NMS 1937, p. 12.
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denied. It is also obvious that the lamido was about to show the Dii that he
still held considerable power, and the mission’s work among the Dii here
came to a crucial point.
The missionaries protested heavily against this new order and by reason or
by luck, the details of what happened in the French colonial administration
is not quite clear, Mr. Notary replaced Jaubert as chef de région.
Hansen’s analyses of the French colonial archives show that Jaubert was
against the establishing of a canton in Mbé, and that he thought that an
indirect rule through the lamido was the most efficient way to control
northern Cameroon. This attitude of Jaubert was well known by the French,
he was even called ”le boy du lamido” in a letter from Delcroix to the High
Commissioner (Hansen 1992: 75). The official policy of the French was
anyhow to rule larger ethnic groups directly through a chef de canton. The
new chef de région put aside Jaubert’s demands and told the mission that
they could continue their work as before, and according to Endresen’s report
in 1939, Notary told him that ”if there should be any more problems in
Duru, we should arrange it amicably”.26 Notary’s further investigations about
the lamido and his abuse of power towards the Dii, led to the calling of the
lamido to Yaoundé, where, amongst others, Delcroix’s testimony, forced
lamido Abbo to resign, and he was exiled to Tignere (Lode 1990: 45-46).
The ”crisis in Duru” was a serious set back for the missionaries, but it was
a most important administrative victory, and it was a considerable victory
for the Dii. The French colonial administration was all along apprehensive
of mission activity in the North. The Norwegian mission had to establish
their station on a hill far from the city centre of Ngaoundere, and they were
not allowed to build a church, not even arrange meetings in town. The
mission’s report from 1934 even claims that the French administrator during
a meeting with the mission told them that the lamido had complained about
the singing of Christian hymns in a private house27. This shows that the
Norwegian mission never had a carte blanche to expand their work as they
thought it best. The ”Duru crisis” shows, however, that even if the French
wanted to respect the lamido, and to use his hierarchy to maintain order,
26 «…at om det blev noen historier i Duru i fremtiden, skulde vi ordne det i minnelighet.»
Conference report, Sudan Mission/NMS 1939, p. 4. Author’s translation.
27 Conference report, Sudan Mission/NMS 1934, p. 2.
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they also saw it in their interest to limit the political influence of the
traditional king over other ethnic groups (Hansen 1992: 62).
For the Dii people, the outcome of the conflict was of great importance. It
clearly showed that the missionaries heard their complaints, and that the
missionaries had the power to influence the colonial government and help
them to be ”liberated” from the lamido in Ngaoundere. To talk about a
somewhat full liberation from the Fulbe is an exaggeration. The Dii seem
to have been relatively free even before the arrival of the missionaries, and
the influence of the lamido continued to be strong also in the years to come.
However, the Dii-plain had become a canton, and the road toward social
change was indicated by the mission schools. It seems that the Dii-mission
alliance was a win-win situation for both of them. The Dii first of all accepted
the missionaries because they brought with them new and interesting
information, through the school, and through a new religion. The isolated
role that the message of Christ played in this alliance is hard to evaluate,
and demands a deeper study. But I would argue that the Dii in the
missionaries detected an ally, who could help them out of an unsatisfying
political situation, and who brought with them interesting information that
gave hope for a better spiritual and material future.
The initial phase of the work among the Dii was by the missionaries
interpreted as a fight against the lamido over goodwill among the French
colonial administration. What was seen as a conspiracy between the lamido
and Jaubert caused problems for the missionaries, but the outcome of the
conflict was that the missionaries gained confidence in their work and in
their ability to influence the colonial government. This self-confidence was
important when the missionaries later challenged both the lamido and the
French authorities in the question of abolishing slavery.
The Dii – Rey Bouba Controversy: A Social reorganisation of the Dii
According to missionary reports, it was only the lack of qualified personnel
that restrained the expansion of the mission on the Dii plain in the post-war
period. One Norwegian missionary wrote in his report in 1950 that it would
be possible to establish congregations in twenty to thirty new Dii villages
in addition to the seventeen villages where Christian work already existed
(Lode 1990: 89). It was also mentioned that the fear of the Catholics
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accelerated the work, and that the Dii profited from this ”race”. Even the
pressure from Islam is now more felt on the Dii plain, an area hardly touched
by Islam twenty years earlier. As Endresen put it in his opening speech to
the Norwegian missionaries in 1956:
The Catholics prepare themselves to ”conquer northern Cameroon” – they
even state it openly –, and the Muhammadanians are becoming all the more
aggressive. If we can not get teachers to the places that are now open for
us, we risk that the Catholics beat us or that the Muhammadanians get
ahead and close the door on us. Now really is the time to buy time by the
forelock.28
It now became clear that the Islamic leaders in Ngaoundere looked upon
the mission as a serious challenge to their traditional influence over the
non-Muslim population. The loss of political power to the colonial admini-
stration, and the arrival of a religious competitor slowly shifted the Fulbe
focus from a mainly political influence to more emphasis on religion and
conversion of the non-Muslims. In Rey Bouba the story was a little different.
In exchange for military support, the lamido of Rey was granted political
”independence” from the French, and the non-Fulbe population in this ”state
within the state” had to pay high taxes to the lamido. Since the fumbling
efforts to establish a church in the late 1930s had failed, this land had been
closed for the mission. In 1952, however, Baba Rey accepted that some
evangelists could start working in his area.
It seems clear that the work of the mission among the Dii had consequences
on the perception of ethnic identity and social organisation. The Dii is
traditionally, like the Gbaya further southeast, an asefal people, which means
that no chief has ever reigned over the Dii, but that each village had its own
chief (Hansen 1992: 72). The Dii argument for social organisation was that
each village needs a chief to organise the rite of circumcision, a chief of
soil to arrange the place of circumcision, a circumciser, and a blacksmith
to fabricate the knives used in the ceremony (Muller 1997: 61). By the time
of the arrival of the Fulbe it was estimated that only 150-200 persons
inhabited the largest Dii villages. The chief in one village did therefore not
28 «Katolikkene forbereder seg til å« erobre Nord-Kamerun » – det sier de åpent –, og
muhammedanerne blir stadig mer agressive. Kan vi ikke snart skaffe lærere til de stedene
som nå står åpne for oss, risikerer vi at katolikkene kommer oss i forkjøpet eller at
muhammedanerne får overtaket og stenger dørene for oss. Nå gjelder det i sannhet å kjøpe
den beleilige tid.» Conference report NMS 1956, p. 4. Author’s translation.
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necessarily gain the respect a chief worthy in another village. Around 1950
reports from missionaries estimated that Mbé contained approximately 3,000
inhabitants. After being made chef de canton, the chief in Mbé and his
village slowly grew in respect among other Dii villages. This was due to
the reorganisation of administrative structure made by the colonial
administration, but to some extent we have seen that the Norwegian
missionaries also influenced this development. According to Lode, the Mbé
chief was a pagan who welcomed the missionaries (Lode 1990: 89). Muller
claims that he was a Muslim who followed the traditional Dii religion and
sent his children to the protestant school (Muller 1997: 61). In any case it
seems that his newly won position gradually moved the chief to try to
reorganise the structure of Dii chiefdoms. In 1955, he travelled to Gamba,
a Dii village inside Rey Bouba. The reason behind this visit is somewhat
blurry, but according to Lode it was interpreted by many as an occasion for
the chief of Mbé to be acclaimed chief of all the Dii. When the lamido
learned this he became furious, and as a response to the political provocation
of the Mbé chief, he expelled all the Christian evangelists from his area.
Another incident, which added to Baba Rey’s anger, was that one of the
evangelists encouraged the Christians to refuse to participate in the forced
labours imposed by the lamido. After negotiations carried out by the mission
leaders, they were allowed to replace three of the evangelists, on the
condition that neither of them came from Mbé, and these new evangelists
were regularly convoked for forced labours (Lode 1990: 89).29
It is evident that the lamido interpreted the incidents as an attempt by the Dii
to weaken his political position and his income. A change had taken place
among the Dii. From being a loosely united ethnic group, organised in small
villages, the Mbé chief now was about to proclaim himself chief of all the
Dii. The lamido, of course, reacted. Most interesting is the way in which he
reacted, by expelling all the Christian evangelists. I think it is within reason
to interpret the reactions of the lamido as a strike against, not only the Dii,
showing increasing ethnic self-confidence, but at Christianity, not only as a
religious, but also as a socio-political opponent. The evangelists were expelled
as representatives of the emerging church; Christianity was thus seen as a
part of the Dii, or at least as part of what is new among the Dii-people.
29 Conference report, NMS 1957, p. 4.
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The impact of religion on social change
The Dii people went through a series of profound social changes in the
period from 1934 to 1960. After one hundred years of Fulbe domination,
and more than thirty years of colonial presence, another influential actor
appeared on the socio-political stage: the Norwegian missionaries. In
sociological terms, religion can both promote status quo and change, and
in the following we shall try to analyse the role of religion in the changes
experienced by the Dii.
The classical Marxist interpretation of religion is the interest theory, stating
that religion is an ideology used by the ruling class to maintain political
domination. It would be rather easy to simply state that to the Fulbe, Islam
was the ideology used to dominate the Dii and other non-Muslim groups,
only converting the elite to be used as allies in this project. Neo-Marxian
approaches to religion have, however, reached more complex conclusions,
as they find that religion can be relatively autonomous from the economic
substructure(McGuire 2002: 246). This insight is important, in order to see
that religion is often linked with, but not necessarily reduced to economic
interests. We have already stated that the Fulbe jihad was more than the
search for new grazing land and slaves; it was a spiritual project that also
included these material elements. It is also obvious that the ruling Fulbe,
faced with the new opponents, tried to make the French colonial
administration an ally, an ally who, although it had reduced the lamido’s
power considerably, still kept him in power over the kirdi population. The
French colonial administration was, however, an unpredictable ally for the
Fulbe. The French colonial politics was less consistent than the English
”indirect rule”, practised in neighbouring Nigeria, where the Muslim chiefs
were granted more power and independence than the lamibbe in Cameroon.
The result was, as we have seen, that the attitude towards the Fulbe, the Dii
and the missionaries was more related to the person in charge than to clear
guidelines from the colonial administration. The aim of the French was to
maintain peace and govern effectively, the idea being that the colonial
administration should be economically self-sustaining (Hansen 1992: 83).
Muller claims that the major reason behind the French resistance to the
mission was the experience they had had with Christian groups in the South
who at an early stage started to discuss independence from the colonial
administration (Muller 1997: 64).
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What then was the role of the Protestant missionaries, and why did they
have success among the Dii people? From a perspective of comparative
religion, it is obvious that the Christian message presented at the same time
rupture and continuity with traditional religion, at a time when a change in
worldview was inevitable for the Dii people. The Fulbe arrived as
representatives of modernity in terms of participants in a world-wide
religious community, as masters of a written tradition in a foreign language,
as superiors in war and trade, and with the prestige of impressive clothing,
high upon the horse’s back. Add to this, the arrival of German and French
colonial armies and the building of a new road that linked the land of the
Dii with the South and the ocean far away. Things changed, or they fell
apart, as is described with such  melancholy by Achebe (Achebe 1967).
This was the setting into which the Norwegian missionaries arrived. They
took special interest in the Dii and offered them a ticket on the train to the
New World. Until now the Dii had been relatively badly treated by the
Fulbe and ignored by the French  On the other hand, with the missionaries
came people from far away who took an interest in their particular situation.
One should not underestimate the obvious psychological effects of such an
encounter. Max Weber, in his studies on religion, was especially interested
in locating historical settings that he called ”points of religious break-
through”. These are periods when certain circumstances pushed the social
group either toward a radical new way of acting or toward reaffirmation of
the old way (McGuire 2002: 247; Parsons 1965: xxxiii; Weber 1965: 260).30
I think it is possible to interpret ”the Duru-crisis” as a ”breakthrough” where
an alliance was confirmed between the mission and the Dii, a point that
opened the way for both a material and a spiritual reorientation. To continue
with the Weberian language, one is tempted to say that   both the Norwegians
who organised the missionary enterprise and the native evangelists from the
south who proclaimed the message, played the role of ”emissary prophets”
(McGuire 2002: 252).31 With heavenly authority they confronted the
established order by proclaiming the message from God. It was a message of
change, of rupture with old traditions like sacrifices to the spirits and ancestor
devotion. This breakthrough is by the missionaries interpreted as the act of
God, who through his message of equality and liberty transforms society.
30 I also agree with McGuire that it is possible to interpret The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit
of Capitalism (Weber 1971) as the analysis of one particular breakthrough, that of the
development of the capitalistic mode of socioeconomic organization (McGuire 2002: 248).
31 For further information about Weber’s interpretation of prophets, see (Weber 1965: 46-59).
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This message undoubtedly changed the attitude of the Dii. But Muller claims
that the missionaries did not always understand the consequences of the
ways in which the Dii received this message. According to some of the first
converts to Islam, it was the preaching of the missionaries that opened up
the way to Islam for them. The message of  ”all men being equal before
God” was understood as a rupture with the Fulbe way of linking religion to
ethnic identity and political hierarchy. I will not, without further studies,
accept what Muller argues, that the Lutheran missionaries preached that
there were two equal ways to God, Islam and Christianity. Nevertheless, it
is possible that certain Dii interpreted it this way. A side effect of the
”religious breakthrough” was then that freedom of religion became an
important signpost on the road to modernity, paved with western schools,
dispensaries and spiritual reorientation.
What then was the content of this spiritual reorientation, so often ignored
by social scientists? Let me first say that this is a complex field of study
that needs further investigations before solid conclusions can be reached.
However, a few things can be said about the religious change among the
Dii. The first point that should be mentioned is that whereas the arrival of
the Gospel caused a rupture with traditional religion, at the same time it
promoted continuity. The message of the Christian God was not presented
to the Dii in a vacuum, but it was related to the already existing conception
of a supreme god, a force that created the world, and maintained its relations
with creation through fertility rites and sacrifices. However vague the idea
of a god was among the Dii, it was there, and it became an important
hermeneutical bridge in the sermons of the missionaries. Studies carried
out by Christensen among the Gbaya show how a contextualised theology
was accepted and further developed by the native Christians (Christensen
1990). We might say that the overall religious cosmology of the Dii stayed
intact, whereas the missionaries introduced certain new central categories,
such as Jesus, the Son of God, sin and redemption. This also explains why
many traditional practices (like circumcision) and beliefs continued to exist
among the Dii, even after conversion to Christianity.
 The second point concerns the African worldview. To analyse changes
taking place in Africa with Western analytic tools asks for precaution. We
have first of all to consider what McGuire calls ”the cognitive framework
of the culture” (McGuire 2002: 258), and in African traditional society the
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religious mode of action is the only mode that can deal with serious changes
in society. Several theories about the growth of religious movements focus
on economic or status deprivation, and the development of mission-initiated
churches is often explained by material gain for the natives. Was this the
situation for the Dii? It is difficult to argue that the mission had its initial
success among the Dii because the missionaries arrived with material wealth,
and gave the local people hope of similar gains. The first schools were
simple huts built and maintained by the pupils and their parents. An African
teacher (always complaining about his low salary)32 was the daily contact
with the mission, and he did not always treat their children very well. The
white missionary passed by in his car once a month, at most. A relationship
most likely existed between the actual state of ”deprivation” felt by the
Dii, and a hope of a better future, based on the way the missionaries fought
for the Dii, against the colonial administration and against the lamido. This
situation must, however, be interpreted within an African setting where
religion is a concept treated very differently from that of a Western
intellectual perspective. The religious message of the missionaries was a
holistic message that challenged not only the spiritual situation of the Dii,
but also their material situation. It is therefore impossible to focus only on
the material aspect, and ignore the spiritual aspect when analysing social
change in a traditional African society. I have already argued that the Dii
detected an ally in the missionaries, who could help them out of an
unsatisfying political situation, and who brought with him interesting
information that gave hope for a better spiritual and material future. The
most important thing is, however, that all the actions and all the efforts
made by the missionaries were interpreted by the Dii as religious actions
that were related to the initial message of the Gospel, because all actions
one way or another were interpreted within a religious cognitive framework.
Concluding Remarks
McGuire reminds us that change itself is neither necessarily good or bad
(McGuire 2002: 237). Social change refers to any alteration in the social
arrangements experienced by a group or society. The main interest in this
article has been to analyse the social changes that occurred when the
32 A question that is raised in most conference reports is the local teachers complaining
about their low salaries, and the departure of teachers that left the mission for better paid
government jobs.
500 Tomas Sundnes Drønen
Norwegian missionaries introduced the Dii-people in Northern Cameroon
to Christianity. We have seen that this was an encounter where the Dii took
an active part and employed to good purpose the alliance with the
missionaries, by gaining increased political independence, by receiving
western education and by strengthening their ethnic identity. Many questions
about the transformation of the Dii society, about their spiritual reorientation
and the development of ethnic identity, are yet to be answered.
 I have, however, argued that the Dii were not merely passive ”victims” of
aggressive Protestant missionaries; they took an active part in forming their
future in a period of considerable social change. The ”religious
breakthrough” initiated by the missionaries was used by the Dii to promote
freedom of religion, and they were thus liberated to choose the road towards
modernity that fitted them best, whether their focus was on the Christian or
the Islamic religion or on the mainly secular western education.
The Dii myth of origin that introduced our theme, regardless of when it
was created, states that the Dii descended from the mountain and left
important traditions behind. They were forced to separate from the harmony
and calm that reigned on the mountain, and they were introduced to the
turbulent and complex world of modernity. In adapting to this New World,
the Dii deliberately chose the missionaries as allies, with hopes that this
would improve their spiritual and material situation. The dream of regaining
a ”paradise lost” was certainly abandoned,, but the Dii made their encounter
with Christianity an important encounter that formed, and continues to form
the future of northern Cameroon.
References
Achebe, C. 1967. Things fall apart. London: Heinemann.
Azarya, V. 1976. Dominance and Change in North Cameroon : the Fulbe
Aristocracy. Vol. 4 Sage research papers in the social sciences. Beverly
Hills, California: Sage.
Bah, T. M. 1982. ”Les armées peul de l’Adamawa au 19e siècle.” In Etudes
africaines offerts à Henri Brunschwig, ed. Jan Vansina ... [et al.]. Paris:
Ed. de l’Ecole des hautes études en sciences sociales.
501The Role of Religion in Social Change:
The Arrival of Christianity among the Dii People in
Adamawa, Northern Cameroon (1934-1960)
__,  1993. ”Le facteur peul et les relations interethniques dans l’Adamaoua
au XIXe siècle.” In Peuples et cultures de l’Adamaoua (Cameroun), ed.
Jean Boutrais, 61-86. Paris: ORSTOM/Ngaoundéré-Anthropos.
__, 1996. ”Cheikhs et marabouts maghrebins prédicateurs dans l’Adamawa
19é - 20é siècles.” Ngaoundéré-Anthropos 1: 7-28.
Bonhoff, L. E. and Kadia, M. 1991. Dictionnaire de la langue dii (duru).
Mbé par Ngaoundéré (Cameroun): Équipe de Littérature Dii.
Burnham, P. 1980. ”Raiders and Traders in Adamawa.” In Asian and African
Systems of Slavery, ed. James L. Watson, 43-72. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.
Christensen, T. G. 1990. An African Three of Life. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books.
Djesa, R. I. 2001. ”Heksetro og trolldom hos Dii-folket i Nord-Kamerun.”
Ottar, no. 234: 41-47.
Drønen, T. S. and Koulagna, J. 2002. La voie de l’islam et la voie de Christ.
La croix et la croissant en Afrique de l’ouest. Meiganga: ILTM.
Frobenius, L. 1987. Peuples et sociétés traditionelles du Nord-Cameroun.
Vol. 83 Studien zur kulturkende. Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag
Wiesbaden GMBH.
Gausset, Q. 2002. ”The Spread of Islam in Adamawa (Cameroon).” In Islam
in Africa, ed. Tomas Bierschenk and Georg Stauth, 4, 167-185. Münster:
LIT.
Hansen, K. F. 1992. Lamibe og kolonitjenestemenn. En analyse av fransk
administrasjon i Ngaoundere distrikt i Nord-Kamerun 1916-1939. Oslo:
Master thesis, University of Oslo.
__,  2000. The Historical Construction of a Political Culture in Ngaoundere,
Northern Cameroon. Oslo: University of Oslo.
Hiskett, M. 1973. The Sword of Truth. The Life and Times of the Shehu
Usuman dan Fodio. New York: Oxford University Press.
__, 1984. The Development of Islam in West Africa. London: Longman.
Lacroix, P. F. 1966. ”L’islam peul de l’Adamawa.” In Islam in Tropical
Africa, ed. I. M. Lewis, 401-407. London: Oxford University Press for
the International African Institute.
Lembezat, B. 1961. Les populations paîennes du Nord-Cameroun et de
l’Adamaoua. Paris: Presses universitaires de France.
Lode, K. 1990. Appelés à la liberté. Amstelven: IMPROCEP.
Lode, L. 1997. Folkeliv og folketru i Kamerun og møtet med kristentrua.
Stavanger: Unpublished paper.
502 Tomas Sundnes Drønen
Magesa, L. 1997. African Religion. The Moral Traditions of Abundant Life.
Maryknoll, New York: Orbis books.
Mbiti, J. [1969] 1999. African Religions and Philosophy. Second edition
ed. Oxford: Heinemann.
McGuire, M. B. 2002. Religion. The Social Context. Belmont, CA:
Wadsworth.
Mohammadou, E. 1979. Ray ou Rey-Bouba. Tradition transmise par Alhadji
Hamadjoda Abdoullaye ; édité par Eldridge Mohammadou Traditions
historiques des Foulbé de l’Adamâwa. Garoua/Paris: Éditions du CNRS.
__, 1981. ”L’implantation des Peul dans l’Adamawa (approche
chronologique).” In Contribution de la recherche ethnologique à
l’histoire des civilisations du Cameroun, ed. Claude Tardits, 1, 229-
248. Paris: Editions du centre national de la recherche scientifique.
Muller, J.-C. 1992. ”Les aventuriers du mil perdu. Mythe, histoire et politique
chez les Dii de Mbé (Nord-Cameroun).” Culture XII, no. 2: 3-16.
__, 1993. ”Les deux fois circoncis et les presque excisées. Le cas des Dii
de l’Adamaoua (Nord Cameroun).” Cahier d’Études africaines XXXIII-
4, no. 132: 531-544.
__, 1995. ” Les gigots du povoir. Du don comme origine et justification des
structures politiques hierarchiques. L’exemple des Dii du Nord-
Cameroun.” L’Anthropologie economique. Actes du Colloque.
Rassemblé par Norman Clermont, no. 1: 39-46.
__, 1996. ”Ideology and dynamics in Dii chiefdoms. A study of territorial
movements and population fluctations (Adamawa Province,
Cameroon).” In Ideology and the formation of Early States, ed. H. J. M.
Claessen and J. Oosten, II. Leiden: E. J. Brill.
__, 1997. ””Merci à vous, les Blancs, de nous avoir libérés!” Le cas des Dii
de l’Adamaoua (Nord-Cameroun).” Terrain, no. 28 (Miroirs du
colonialisme): 59-72.
__,1997a. ”Circoncision et régicide. Thème et variations chez les Dii, les
Chamba et les Moundang des confins de la Bénoué et du Tchad.”
L’Homme XXXVII, no. 141: 7-24.
__, 2000. ”Comment ”dépaganiser” sans christianiser ni islamiser. Un
dilemme dea Dii de l’Adamaoua (Nord-Cameroun).” Gradhiva, no. 27:
39-51.
__, 2002. Les rites initiatiques des Dii de l’Adamaoua (Cameroun). Vol. 16
Sociétés Africaines. Nanterre: Société d’ethnologie.
Mveng, E. 1963. Histoire du Cameroun. Paris: Présence africaine.
503The Role of Religion in Social Change:
The Arrival of Christianity among the Dii People in
Adamawa, Northern Cameroon (1934-1960)
Nicolaisen, J. and Endresen, H. 1949. ”Sudan.” In Det Norske Misjons-
selskaps historie i hundre år, ed. O. G. Myklebust ... [et al.], 3. Stavanger:
Det Norske Misjonsselskap.
Njeuma, M. Z. 1978. Fulani Hegemony in Yola (Old Adamawa) 1809-1902.
Yaondé: CEPER.
__, M. Z. 1997. ”Imperialism of knowledge: The fulbe factor in Northern
Cameroon.” Ngaoundéré-Anthropos 2: 1-18.
Parsons, T. 1965. ”Introduction.” In The Sociology of Religion. London:
Methun & Co Ltd.
Podlewski, A. M. 1970. Un essai d’observation permanente des faits d’état
civil dans l’Adamaoua. Recherche méthodologique sur la collecte des
données démographiques dans les pays dépourvus de données
permanantes. Vol. 5 Travaux et documents de l’O.R.S.T.O.M. Paris:
O.R.S.T.O.M.
Sandnes, D. 1991. Norsk misjon i Kamerun. Etablering og startegi. Oalo:
Master thesis, University of Oslo.
Smith, M. G. 1966. ”The Jihad of Shehu dan Fodio: Some Problems.” In
Islam in Tropical Africa, ed. I. M. Lewis. London: Oxford University
Press for International African Institute.
Sundkler, B. and Steed, C. 2000. A History of the Church in Africa.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Trimingham, J. S. 1962. A History of Islam in West Africa. London: Oxford
University Press.
Weber, M. [1922] 1965. The Sociology of Religion. London: Methuen &
Co Ltd.
Weber, M. [1930] 1971. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism.
London: Unwin University Books.
Price: SEK 250:-
plus postage, service charge and VAT
Order from
Swedish Institute of Mission Research
P. O. Box 1526
SE-751 45  Uppsala
SWEDEN
Tel and Fax: +46 (0)18 13 00 60
E-mail: gustaf.bjorck@teol.uu.se
Nuns and Sisters in the Nordic
Countries after the Reformation
A Female Counter-Culture in Modern Society
ed: Yvonne Maria Werner
Swedish Missiological Themes, 93, 4 (2005)
Workers for Christ:
A Study of Young People in a
Costa Rican Mega Church
Maria Gustafsson
Imagine walking the streets of San José, Costa Rica on a Sunday morning:
loud singing, laughing and praying compete with the noise from the traffic
and the salespersons. In the big cathedral and in several smaller churches,
the Catholics celebrate mass. But you also hear the sounds of worship from
smaller congregations of different denominations in almost every corner.
In many places you can see big signs telling the people to prepare for the
coming of Christ. You can talk to almost any taxi driver and find that he or
she probably has something to say about the religious scene of Costa Rica.
Without searching for it, you will most certainly experience the variety of
church-life in the Costa Rican society of today.
During the last forty years, the global religious market has changed
enormously, not least due to the explosive rise of Pentecostalism and various
charismatic expressions of Christianity.1 It is a well-documented fact that
the Roman Catholic Church is losing its foothold in Latin America.2 This is
certainly also the case in Costa Rica as larger groups of people turn to other
churches, and in particular to Pentecostal churches. Some of those churches
are so-called mega-churches, huge buildings that can take several thousands
of people. One of the mega churches in San José is Oasis de Esperanza –
the Oasis of Hope – where I turned to understand more about the current
situation of Christian life in Costa Rica.
The new Pentecostal movement is not at all homogeneous and the view of its
characteristics varies among researchers in the field.3 I have chosen to call
Oasis de Esperanza a neo-Pentecostal community. Neo-Pentecostal is not a
1 Martin 2002: p. 1
2 See for example Stewart-Gambino and Wilson 1997, Martin 2002, Sepúlveda 1994
3 This article is based on a field study that was carried out in San José, Costa Rica in February
and March of 2005. See further my unpublished essay Workers for Christ – A study of  young
people in a Costa Rican mega church. Department of Theology, University of Uppsala, 2005.
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concept that is used by any group to describe itself. Instead it is an analytic
concept, which is used to describe a certain style of charismatic congregations.
The Costa Rican theologian Francisco Mena outlines several characteristics
of neo-Pentecostalism, which he compares with what he calls classical
Pentecostalism. The first thing is the shift in the social status of the members.
While the classical Pentecostalism in Costa Rica was clearly for individuals
in the social margin, neo-Pentecostalism attracts more middleclass people.
The structure of the community and the worship is also viewed differently.
While the classical Pentecostalism put emphasis on participation among its
members and had a spontaneous organizational structure, the members of
the new movement are rather represented by their leader and the hierarchy is
well defined. In the new movement there is not so much space for
improvisation during the service. Moreover the relation to the surrounding
society is different. As Mena puts it, the classical movement had a negative
view of the world as dominated by sin. The newer movement has changed it
to ”the world dominated by sin serves the children of God”. The gift of the
Holy Spirit, the focus in neo-Pentecostalism, is the ointment of the Spirit,
which sometimes renders additional gifts such as the power of healing or
exorcism. The ointment is closely linked to the blessing, which is given to
the children of God. Where neo-Pentecostalism emphasises the blessing, the
classical Pentecostalism used salvation. According to Mena the classical
concept of salvation means something otherworldly, while the newer blessing
has to do with prosperity and a change of life in this world. The last two
differences that Mena mentions are the eschatology and the christology. The
original Pentecostalism was very apocalyptic, preaching distance towards
this world. According to Mena, the neo-Pentecostals also preach apocalyptic,
but ”they love the power in this world”. Finally he asserts that neo-
Pentecostalism is a post-Christian religion; the revelation is now new and
Christ is only seen as the starting point of it.4
In this article, I will examine how participation in Oasis de Esperanza
contributes to the development of identity5 among young people. Through
4 Lecture and notes by Francisco Mena, Feb 17, 2005.
5 The concept of identity used in this essay is derived from sociological theories. The basic
idea is that people are socialized into the context where they live and that they internalise
the views prevailing there. The process of socialization goes through interaction with what
is called significant others, people who represent the context and share the same symbolic
universe. Identity is obtained when the individual internalises the roles that exist in her
environment. See further Berger and Luckman 1998.
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interviews, observations, and answers to a questionnaire distributed in youth
groups within the community, I have approached the following questions:
What does the participation in Oasis de Esperanza mean to its young
adherents? What is the implication of ”being a Christian” for the youths in
Oasis de Esperanza? What is their relationship to the world surrounding them?
The organizational structure of Oasis de Esperanza
On top of the hierarchical structure of Oasis de Esperanza is Raúl Vargas,
the founder of the congregation, whom the members call apostle. Apart
from him, there are about twenty pastors in the congregation and some
eighty people employed as administrators, caretakers, and teachers.6 While
the decisions in the congregation seem to be taken on the pastoral level, a
lot of the work in the community is done by laypeople within a system
called the model of Jesus. To facilitate face-to face relationships, the model
is based on groups of twelve people who meet in someone’s home. The
groups are described as ”cells of evangelism and work to win the lost for
Christ”.7 Such a group is called a GAL, Grupo de Alcance, which can be
translated as a group of reach. To Oasis de Esperanza, what should be
reached is the Vision: ”To win everyone for Jesus”.8 To reach the Vision
everyone who is already ”won for Jesus” has to become a worker for the
Vision. In the groups, people are taught to become leaders and workers for
the Vision. Step by step, new converts become leaders, and open new GALs.
Thus, through the process more and more souls are won. 9The model of
Jesus has five steps. The first step is to win people for Jesus both through
personal encounters and evangelisation campaigns. When a new person
comes to Oasis de Esperanza, he or she is put in a GAL that suits his or her
age and civil status. A pair of leaders, one man and one woman, leads the
GAL, which is one part of the second step of the model – to comfort. ”We
need them to know Jesus and at the same time we need them not to feel
lonely … so that’s a group of friends also”, as Raquel Vargas, daughter of
the founder Raul Vargas, puts it. After about two months, or when the leaders
6 Interview with Raquel Vargas, March 2, 2005. When it is time to appoint a new pastor,
the congregation turns to God for advice. A pastor is chosen more according to his charisma
than to actual knowledge.
7 http://www.oasisdeesperanza.org/oasis -de-esperanza-Vision.shtml/Visión, March 9, 2005
8 The Vision in its whole is: ”Win everyone for Jesus Christ so that they will be disciples,
formed and sent under the ointment of the Holy Spirit” My translation
9 http://www.oasisdeesperanza.org/oasis-de-esperanza-vision.shtml/visión, March 9, 2005
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consider a new member mature enough, they will send him or her to an
encuentro, which is the second part of the step of comforting. Literally,
encuentro means ”meeting”; implicitly it means a meeting with God. As
part of the encuentro, the newcomers go away for a weekend and learn
more about what it is to be a Christian in the community. The third step of
the model of Jesus is called discipular, which can best be translated as
making disciples. During this step, the newcomers are taught about the life
in the congregation. After going to an encuentro, the new member is invited
to a school where the forth step of the model, formation, is realised. The
school is called the Academia de obreros – The Academy of Workers. During
eight months, the students learn how to live as a Christian in Oasis de
Esperanza. The fifth and last step is to send. When a person has come to
that step he or she is ready to become an active worker for Christ and open
a new GAL and in the end to ”win all Costa Rica”.10
The life of the young people in Oasis de Esperanza
The focus of this essay is on young people and I will describe different aspects
of the community life, which contribute to the development of identity among
the youths. My intention is to give an impression of the context and symbolic
universe in which the young people live in Oasis de Esperanza.
Coming to Oasis de Esperanza
The first step of the model of Jesus is to win people. This is done in two
ways: by massive campaigns and through personal contacts. In the masivas,
as the big campaigns are called, ”we tell that Jesus can change your life; if
you want to be better come here”, David, leader of a GAL, says. He also
invites people he happens to meet, telling them that in Oasis de Esperanza
there is talk about Jesus and that they are welcome if they want to listen to
it. But ultimately, he thinks, it is an external force, the Holy Spirit, that
guides them to Oasis de Esperanza.11 Most of my informants seem to have
been driven to Oasis de Esperanza the personal way. Often friends or
relatives invited them to some activity. One example is a 22-year-old woman,
who was invited by her cousins. In her questionnaire she writes that her life
changed ”very much, from mud to glory” when she came to the
10 Interview with Raquel Vargas, March 2, 2005
11 Interview with David, March 10, 2005
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congregation. Many others also witness about great experiences connected
to their initial encounters with Oasis de Esperanza. ”The first day I came, I
found myself, and the ointment [of the Spirit] I felt was incredible”, one
24-year-old woman writes. Another woman describes that she felt the
presence of God and since then a process has started in her life. Yet another
young woman came to Oasis de Esperanza ”without motives to live and
today I understand the purpose of life that I met in God”. Big things seem
to be going on among the newcomers to Oasis de Esperanza. When
discussing ”Pentecostal reasons for Pentecostal growth”, the Chilean
theologian Juan Sepúlveda describes the process of conversion as follows:
Through his Spirit, God virtually invades a believer’s life; he takes up
residence there, filling life with new meaning. In fact, believers experience
this encounter as a change of life – not in the objective conditions of life,
but as a subjective change. What changes is the way in which we see
ourselves, our families and reality.12
That there is something special about coming to Oasis de Esperanza is
often pointed out during the services. The pastor often asks the first time
visitors to raise their hands and then the rest of the congregation greets
them with applaus and loud cheering. In the preaching it is stressed that
there is a purpose behind coming to Oasis de Esperanza. The apostle Raúl
Vargas says that we have all come there for a divine meeting. It is never a
coincidence that a certain person is there; it is something that Christ has
planned since the creation of the world.13
However, many of my informants have grown up in the community. Until
college, Gloriana, a 19 year-old student spent all her schooldays in the
school run by Oasis de Esperanza. She is very thankful that she was put in
a Christian school: ”It was kind of a blessing to be in a Christian school, in
a bubble, in a safe environment. I was apart from the world, we were healthy
kids”. The Oasis school prepared her to meet the tougher world outside.
She considers college a rough environment where the other students smoked
marijuana with the teachers’ knowledge. For a while she was not very active
in the community. She went to church most Sundays, but never took part in
any activities during the week. Recently, however, she has come to realise
that for her being in church ”is the only way to a good life. It’s too difficult
12 Sepúlveda 1994: p. 72
13 Observation at service, Feb 13, 2005
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outside, too many burdens.”14 Gloriana’s story is quite typical among the
youths whose families have brought them to Oasis de Esperanza since they
were very young. Although coming to church has been something natural
to them, they all seem to have made some kind of personal decision later in
life. Manfred, Hans and James, all three leaders of GALs, say that earlier
the friends in the congregation were the reason to participate in church
activities. Now they come to the activities more because of the Vision and
the work of Oasis de Esperanza. ”This is home, they teach you how to
pray, it’s not the same in other churches”, Hans says.15
The personal decision and the testimony are very central aspects of the
conversion process. The history of the community serves as a common
testimony for its members. Clearly, the personal testimony is also important,
both for the individual and for the group. The sociologist Alberto Rojas
confirms that the personal testimony is essential when entering into a Christian
community such as Oasis de Esperanza. To feel integrated in the new
community you must show a change of lifestyle. The stories about big changes
in life show that the church is a good and functioning one. Rojas asserts that
in a mega church such as Oasis de Esperanza, testimonies from people with
power and social status play a particularly important role, e.g. from football
players or politicians. But for the individual and the small group within the
big church, the testimonies of individual people are still important.16
In Oasis de Esperanza, I often heard the pastors preaching about their own
conversion story. It seems to be a way of qualifying oneself within the
community. In the smaller context of a GAL, the story of the group leader
plays a central part. Using personal experience is a conscious pedagogical
device in Oasis de Esperanza. Raquel Vargas uses testimonies both from
her own life and from others when she is teaching at encuentros. To give
the newcomers living examples to identity with is the best way to influence
them, she states.17 A young female leader in a GAL says that the leaders
serve as instruments for God. They speak from their own experience.18
They offer the participants ways to identify themselves with more
14 Interview with Gloriana, Feb 27, 2005
15 Interview with Manfred, Hans and James, Feb 27, 2005
16 Interview with Alberto Rojas, Feb 25, 2005
17 Interview with Raquel Vargas, March 2, 2005
18 Observation at GAL, March 1, 2005
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experienced Christians. Thus, the model of Jesus is basically constructed
as a system of role models.
Belonging to Oasis de Esperanza
At a service in Oasis de Esperanza people often lay their hands on someone
who sits next to them and pray for them. This practice seems to render a
sense of intimacy and safety. In being touched and prayed for, you are a part
of the community; you belong to something bigger than yourself. In her
questionnaire a student writes that she feels involved in Oasis de Esperanza;
she feels like a ”part of a very big family”. A young man expresses being a
Christian within the community as ”it gives unity like a family among people
who don’t know each other”. The feeling of belonging is a very basic aspect
of the community life in Oasis de Esperanza. The second step of the model
of Jesus is comforting. In that step, a new member is introduced in a GAL
and after a while he or she is sent to encuentro. These two activities are
where you learn how to be a Christian in Oasis de Esperanza. The belonging
to the community takes shape. You can become an Oasis-person.
Grupo de Alcance, GAL
A group of young people meet once a week in someone’s home. The meeting
begins with a half hour of preaching by some member of the group.
Normally, he or she can freely choose the topic for the preaching, as there
is no fixed Bible reading plan. Raquel Vargas says that the message in a
GAL should be quite easy to follow. The intention is that the listeners will
receive an easily understood image of Jesus. There is no talk about
denominational matters or complicated Christian dogmatics.19 After the
preaching it is time for prayer. Someone begins and then the word is given
to the next person in the circle until everyone has prayed. The most common
way is to give thanks and then make a petition. Many times the prayers
regard the family or someone who is ill. Another common plea is that one
or someone else will get a job. My impression is that the members of the
GAL are very open and share a lot with each other through their prayers
and that the topics of the petition reflect the everyday life of the youths.
Many of them live troublesome lives marked by unemployment and family
problems. Sometimes there is personal intercession. The two leaders pray
19 Interview with Raquel Vargas, March 2, 2005
512 Maria Gustafsson
for each member. The male leader prays for the men and the female leader
for the women. They sit close to each other, the leader for example stroking
the back of the person in focus for the moment. It is common that the
youths in the GAL express their feelings when this happens. Many times
they cry. As in the main service on Sundays, there is a collection of money
in the GAL. Someone in the group introduces it with a speech and after that
everyone gives his or her offering. Never is anything said about what the
money is meant for.20
The GAL is where a newcomer in Oasis de Esperanza establishes contact
with new significant others with whom he or she can interact to build and
maintain the new identity of being a Christian within this community. This
interaction is particularly important when a big change has occurred in
someone’s life. This is something that the leaders in Oasis de Esperanza
are well aware of. At the end of the GAL, snacks are put on the table and the
members of the group chat for a while before they leave. Putting eatables
on the table is a way to make them interact, according to Raquel Vargas. ”If
they were not Christians [before], they are leaving their friends or something
else. They need friends, they can’t be by themselves”, she explains.21 After
a cell group meeting, she always makes sure that everyone has company
on their way home. Showing consideration for the members of the group is
very important. For example Manfred, leader of another GAL, follows a
girl home who has been crying during a whole meeting, and promises to
call her during the week to come to make sure that she is OK.22
Encuentro – a meeting with God
After around two months in a GAL, or when the leaders consider him or
her mature enough, a person is sent to an encuentro. A group of newcomers
go away to a place outside town to learn more about the Christian faith.
Beginning on Friday night there is preaching on different topics ”that will
heal your soul” throughout the whole weekend. Every topic is taught for
about an hour. In the first half hour, there is preaching on the subject in
question. According to Raquel Vargas the teaching is very practical. ”It’s
20 The description of a GAL is based on several observations at two different cell groups.
21 Interview with Raquel Vargas, March 2, 2005
22 Observation at GAL, March 1, 2005
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very simple but it’s to the heart”, she explains. During the second half of
the hour, the participants are divided into groups of seven people each. In
each group there are two more experienced youths, who are there to minister
to the others. Those two persons pray for every single person in the group
according to the just before preached subject.
One side of the encuentro is teaching about central themes of Oasis de
Esperanza, such as the Vision, the offerings, and the ointment of the Holy
Spirit, but most of the topics have a more personal character. One lesson is
about the value of every human being and another one deals with having a
girl- or boyfriend. The focus of the whole weekend is clearly on freedom
from the past and a new life as a child of God within the community. It
begins already the first night with the subject of forgiveness of sins and
then it goes on with freedom from guilt, from rejection and from the past.
When Raquel explains the preaching about the past she says: ”That is like
if I walked north I have to walk south, right? And like you are not alone
anymore. You’re in Christ so that changes the whole thing”. She also
describes how many people experience a sense of liberation during an
encuentro. It happens that the process of liberation shows physically: ”we
pray so that they will be free … The people that get free, sometimes they
throw up and everything”.23
The group that has been to encuentro returns to the rest of the members of the
congregation in time for the Sunday service. At the end of the service they
give testimonies and are welcomed home to their families and to the
congregation as new human beings. The new converts gather on the stage in
front of all the people, crying and shaking. Some of them give testimonies. In
the middle of tears and laughing there are stories about earlier feelings of
unworthiness and a new sense of total freedom without any pain.24 There
might be a terrible clash when one comes home after an encuentro. It is easy
to expect that everything has changed because so much is different in your
own person, but when you come home perhaps your dad still treats you bad,
Raquel says.25 That is why it is important to be part of a GAL, so that one can
continue interacting and growing more into being an integrated Oasis-person.
23 Interview with Raquel Vargas, March 2, 2005
24 Observation at service, Feb 13, 2005
25 Interview with Raquel Vargas, March 2, 2005
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Characteristics of an Oasis-person
Belonging to a community of significant others who share the same belief
system as yourself often implies that a line is drawn between your group
and the world surrounding it. The image of oneself as someone special and
one’s role in the world as significant is central to the understanding of
identity. As a young person in Oasis de Esperanza you are taught to relate
to non-Christians in a way that shows the love of God and ”wins them for
Christ without losing the identity as a child of God”.26
All of my informants replied affirmatively to the question ”Is there anything
special about a Christian person?” Some of them see a visible difference,
while others place the specialty of being a Christian person more in the
inner life of each human being. One female student simply answers, ”Yes,
it is having God in one’s heart” and a young man writes ”Yes, the way of
looking at life, that there is hope every morning”. A young woman expresses
another example of an inner characteristic: ”There is hope for a new life, to
know that we are always forgiven”. Others describe more explicit features.
One woman answers, ”Of course there is something special in a Christian
person and that is the love, it is this tenderness without limits, without
conditions”. Other examples of replies are: ”Yes, their fidelity”, ”They are
kind and loving” or ”Yes, it is the love within them and that they show it to
others”. The first thing Gloriana mentions when I ask her what is special
about Christians, is that they do not get upset about problems they meet. As
a Christian she trusts in God and leaves troubles to God instead of trying to
solve them on her own.27 Manfred, Hans and James list several
characteristics regarding the life of a young Christian person in the Costa
Rican society. James says that he talks in a different way than people he
meets outside Oasis de Esperanza. Manfred agrees and explains that
speaking without cursing is something that actually makes a difference in
comparison with non-Christian people. Hans adds that he and the other
youths in Oasis de Esperanza do not need to drink, smoke or go to parties.
Acting differently than the people at university or work is considered a
conscious way of living their testimony. By showing an alternative way of
life they hope to influence others. They do not find it difficult not to live in
the same manner as other young people do; the challenge for them is to
26 Teaching material for encuentro, topic ”Young in the Lord”. My translation
27 Interview with Gloriana, Feb 27, 2005
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convince and ultimately win people. James says that it is sometimes hard
to make other people understand why he does not want to do certain things.
”Sometimes we want to be friends but it is difficult because they [the others]
don’t do the same things. But we have many friends, we don’t need anyone
else”, Hans concludes.28
It seems clear to me that being a Christian, in this case an Oasis-person, is
something that offers a possibility of identification with significant others.
At the same time it means a demarcation regarding certain behaviours and
habits against persons not belonging to the immediate group. I have not
observed the disassociation from the surrounding society in any outside
attributes such as clothes. During the service in the church hall of Oasis de
Esperanza the people acting from the stage, usually the apostle or a pastor
and the musicians, and the servants of the congregation, wear strict clothes.
Except for that, it does not seem that there exists any dress code in Oasis de
Esperanza, more than dressing up for Sunday service. In fact, Raquel Vargas
is very careful to state that no certain style or behaviour is demanded in
Oasis de Esperanza. She says that many people who join the community
have preconceived ideas what it should be like to be a Christian. For example
one girl asked if she had to stop wearing small skirts if she became a
Christian. It is clear that Raquel considers it a problem that there are so
many prejudices about how to look and behave as a member of a Christian
community. In her opinion it does not have to show on the outside if you
are a Christian and it is not the purpose to tell people exactly what to do
and not to do. It is something that every person has to develop in a personal
relationship with God, according to Raquel and she exemplifies with her
own life: ”Sometimes I watch MTV… and sometimes I see that the program
is not good and I feel the Spirit does not like it, so I change it”. When she is
looking for guidance about what is good and what is bad to do in a situation
she simply asks herself if it is constructive or destructive.29
Workers for the Vision
At the end of a service I visited a group of young people called The Extreme
Generation. They showed a video about how they went around their country
to ”conquest Costa Rica for Christ”. The members of this group were
28 Interview with Manfred, Hans and James, Feb 27, 2005
29 Interview with Raquel Vargas, March 2, 2005
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described as youths who had ”accepted the challenge”. After showing their
video, they were consecrated by the apostle Raúl Vargas to go out as light
and salt in the world.30 In my opinion these youths create a typical image of
how it is to be an active young person in Oasis de Esperanza. Being extreme
is something worth aiming at. To be able to win all people for Jesus Christ,
strongly convinced workers are needed. Through the fourth step of the model
of Jesus – forming – the youths are taught how to become obedient workers
for Christ. Finally they reach the fifth step of the model – to be sent out into
the world to realise the Vision. When talking to my informants it has become
apparent that to be able to actually do something actively is one of the most
important and appreciated aspects of being a member of Oasis de Esperanza.
Doing the work together gives a sense of positive participation. Rebeca, a 27
year-old interpreter who sometimes preaches in a GAL, puts it like this:
You can grow here; you have the chance to serve. Sometimes in many
churches you are just there, you are a part of the church but you haven’t got
the opportunity to serve. But here if you want you can work, so I love that.31
In doing something for the Vision of the community, Rebeca finds a
meaning. A 23-year-old woman answers the question about why she is in
Oasis de Esperanza with ”because I have grown a lot in this church and I
like very much the participation they give to all young people”. Hans, leader
of another GAL, agrees with her saying: ”They have taught us to work and
grow spiritually, actually serve, not lazy going just on Sundays”.32
Absorption of all spaces of life
Oasis de Esperanza clearly offers more than just going to church for a
ceremony on Sundays. All week long there are things going on: music
bands, Bible study groups and teaching. As a part of the community you
are expected to take part in these activities. When 19 year-old Gloriana
describes that she was not really taking part in Oasis de Esperanza for a
while, she says she did not quit going to Sunday service but she did not go
to any activities during the week. That made her ”apart from the church”,
as she expresses it. 33 Waldo César, a Brazilian sociologist, states that the
30 Observation at service, Feb 13, 2005
31 Interview with Rebeca, March 13, 2005
32 Interview with Manfred, Hans and James, Feb 27, 2005
33 Interview with Gloriana, Feb 27, 2005
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participation in many activities is something very typical when converting
to a community of Pentecostals. Connected with the breakaway from an
old life is a kind of consecration of everything in life. The common life of
a convert intermingles with a transcendental reality. Everything in life is
symbolic and connected to a spiritual level. According to César, ”Daily life
becomes a battleground for physical and spiritual survival”. The whole life
can be described in terms both quotidian and transcendental.34 Gloriana’s
way of describing her life can be used as an expmple: ”My mother was a
single mom, I am an only child, I was sick, and God healed me because of
our prayers. Mom was a Catholic, but became reconciled and came to Oasis.
We survive by the grace of God.”35
The sociologist Mario Solís describes the absorption of all spaces of life as
one of the most striking things about Oasis de Esperanza. To be Christian
always comes first. ”Everything in life is penetrated by God; you do
everything with the community”.36 Being at any place in the surrounding
society you are not simply anyone, you are a Christian and that ought to be
made clear. When Luis Palau, a very famous Latin American evangelist,
preached at Oasis de Esperanza he asked the congregation: ”Is Jesus the
patron of your sexual life, of your home, of your business, of your being?”
After asking that, Palau lets the congregation know that by giving Jesus all
spheres of earthly life we receive eternal life.37 Edward L. Cleary writes in
the introduction to Power, politics and Pentecostals in Latin America that a
Pentecostal person not only attends church. He or she is rather militant for
the sake of the church.38 In my opinion that is true also for the youths of
Oasis de Esperanza.
To be a worker for the Vision
When talking about growing workers within Oasis de Esperanza – what
kind of work is actually intended? Francisco Mena says that the conversion
to a congregation of this style implies moral change, but there is never any
talk about solidarity.39 When analysing my material it is quite striking that
34 César 2001: p. 26-27
35 Interview with Gloriana, Feb 27, 2005
36 Lecture by Mario Solís, Feb 17, 2005
37 Observation at service, Feb 20, 2005
38 Cleary 1997: p. 7
39 Interview with Alberto Rojas, Feb 25, 2005
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being a Christian is very seldom associated with social action. Hans, who
said that he appreciates that he has been encouraged to work and not just
go to church on Sundays explains that what he has been taught is to pray.
He expresses that he is trying to make his friends at work and university
come to the church. ”You try to win them. They live for themselves. People
think God exists, but not that he is in their lives, only for Sunday mass”, he
says.40 Being a worker for the Vision seems to be exclusively about that:
winning people for Christ. Gloriana wants to become a documentary
photographer working with social issues. She says that her wish to work
with poor and marginalized people comes from her family, not from the
church. ”It should be a part of Christian life, but not everyone thinks so”,
she says.41 The most important thing in the Christian life is expressed by a
24-year old man as ”the relationship with Christ; you could say the
communication between him and me”. This does not have to be seen as a
contrast to social action, but it is obvious that a strong focus in the teaching
of Oasis de Esperanza is put on the personal relationship with God, rather
than on relationships with other people. Rebeca says that for her, the most
important thing in her life as a Christian is a living relationship with God and
at the same time being an example for other people. She keeps her contact
with God alive through ”praying and reading the Bible and obeying him
pretty much”. 42 Two women answering the questionnaire agree with her on
the opinion that a Christian life implies a certain relationship both with God
and other people. One of them, a 29-year-old student, answers the question
”What are the most important things in the Christian life?” with ”Loving
God and loving your neighbour”.  The other one, a 23-year-old shop assistant,
writes ”The faith in God, the love of neighbour and of oneself”.
Even though the work for the Vision of Oasis de Esperanza cannot be
categorized as social action, it still implies a responsibility towards other
people. In a context where a non-Christian life is seen as an eternal
condemnation to hell, the best thing you can do for your neighbour is to
win him or her for salvation.43 As a worker for the Vision and faithful believer
40 Interview with Manfred, Hans and James, Feb 27, 2005
41 Interview with Gloriana, Feb 27, 2005
42 Interview with Rebeca, March 13, 2005
43 This view of life after death is something implicit in many conversations. Raquel retells
the plot of a theatre performance that was once shown in Oasis de Esperanza: A man is
driving his car with his son beside him. The man tells his son that they do not have to go to
church because the religiosity of the mother of the family will cover them all. Suddenly
they have a car crash. They die and wake up seeing heaven. But immediately the devil...
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you are always responsible for the Christian testimony. ”The world cannot
see our faith, but it can see and judge our behaviour”, it is said in the web
page for leaders of the congregation. The characteristics that should be
visible in a believer’s life are: hard and honest work, correct speech that is
always intended to enrich and not hurt others and finally forgiveness.44 The
ideal is thus faith in action in all spheres of life. It is obvious that you
cannot be an Oasis-person only on Sundays; it is something that is seen as
being a responsibility in exactly everything you do.
Identity of the sexes
During a normal Sunday service in Oasis de Esperanza you most likely
observe many people breaking social codes in some way or the other. ”You
don´t know what you do in the presence of God, jump, dance, scream!” a
pastor tells the congregation during a youth service.45 There are people of
all ages crying their hearts out in public and old men dancing and jumping
around, as if they were small kids. Does this affect the identity of the sexes
in any way? Are the gender roles perhaps also transgressed?
Sociologist Alberto Rojas considers the identity of the sexes in crisis in Costa
Rica today; there is a lack of good role models for young men and women. In
that situation many churches within the neo-Pentecostal field reaffirm the
traditional roles of men and women. At the same time those churches offer
possibilities to behave independently of some traditional gender roles. Men
can cry, hug and show feelings. They are given a more open field of emotional
expression than in the surrounding world. Women, on the other hand, have a
chance to participate in activities outside home and they may express their
daily lives together with others. Moreover there is a kind of equality in the
fact that the restrictions of behaviour taught to children are the same both for
boys and girls.46 After what I have been able to observe in Oasis de Esperanza,
traditional gender roles set the tone. Men can cry during worship and women
can express themselves as leaders in groups, but the view of gender roles is
clearly of the complementary kind. It signifies that men and women are both
seen as created in the image of God but having different and naturally given
...comes and brings them with him to hell because they did not accept Jesus. ”It’s very real
and it is what we think really happens” Interview with Raquel Vargas, March 2, 2005
44 http://www.oasisdeesperanza.org ”recursos para lideres”, March 9, 2005
45 Observation at youth service, Feb 19, 2005
46 Interview with Alberto Rojas, Feb 25, 2005
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parts to play in society. Sociologist Mario Solís agrees that men and women
are considered as having different natural positions in Oasis de Esperanza.
”There are some things that you expect a man to do and a woman to do
certain other things … they would say God wants it to be so.”47 That men and
women are viewed differently becomes evident in the language used in the
services. When the apostle Raúl Vargas addresses the female part of his
audience he recurrently calls them the princesses of the Lord, while the men
are addressed as gentlemen.48
The wife of the apostle is sometimes called a pastor just like her husband,
but her main responsibility is the children in the community, whom she
teaches in the dominical school.49 Generally women seem to be viewed in
their role as mothers more than anything else. Young men and women go
to encuentros separately. In the encuentro for women there is one preaching
on the woman of God, based on the biblical book of Esther. The core of
that preaching is, according to Raquel Vargas, that all women have the
capacity to influence others, just like Esther did. But as Esther had an
influence on the king, every woman can influence her kids so that they will
serve the Lord more than themselves, Raquel thinks:
… in a position like the woman you can influence your kids. You don’t
know if you have the next Benny Hinn, you don’t know if you have the
next Billy Graham, but you are the influence I tell them … When you had
your kids you didn’t say like ”please let this kid be like an alcoholic or be
a gay”. But why do we have a lot of gay people? Why do we have a lot of
alcoholics?  Because they are not having the right influence.50
In the encuentros for young women there is also a part about valuing oneself.
Rebeca says that they were then told to respect themselves and take care.51
In an encuentro for young men there is instead a preaching on ”The true
masculinity”. A false man is non-credible, lazy, and not capable of producing
prosperity. Overall the bad thing is to be machista, which is explained as
being dominant and aggressive. A true man is, on the contrary, marked by
virtues like confidence in God, patience, mercy and a capacity of leading a
family, business or nation with wisdom and humble authority.52
47 Interview with Mario Solís March, 11, 2005
48 Observation at service, Feb 20, 2005
49 Conversation with Manfred and Hans, Feb 27, 2005
50 Interview with Raquel Vargas, March 2, 2005
51 Interview with Rebeca, March 13, 2005
52 Teaching material for encuentro, topic ”The true masculinity” My translation
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Although men and women are considered as having different functions
according to the plan of creation, I would not say that there are absolute
borders between young men and women in Oasis de Esperanza. Several times
I have observed close friendships between persons of both sexes and it also
seems to me that most of the positions within the model of Jesus, except
pastor, are open both to men and women. Still young girls above all learn
how to be good mothers. The boys on their hand can identify themselves
with the role of the male leader, both because of the fact that the pastors are
men and that they are taught to be leaders according to ”The true masculinity”.
Teaching about Sexuality
Another topic preached during encuentro is having a partner. Raquel says
that many young persons are nervous about not meeting someone to share
life with. She wants them to leave these troubles to God, not worrying so
much. When it comes to teaching about dating she says that the leaders tell
the youths what to do and not to do, but they do not serve the participants
with set rules. Instead they give them guidance, according to Raquel.53
According to Rebeca, the topic of sexuality was one of the central themes
during her encuentro. Her impression is that there is a dirty idea of sexuality
in the world of today. It seems to her that people do not have commitments,
they consider sex as something just for fun, and that is not God’s intention.
It has happened that a pastor preached about wrong ideas of sexuality in a
main service, which Rebeca appreciated very much:
He talked about that many people inside church are practising adultery …
and they talked about pornography, they talked about masturbation, all
those things … and we needed to hear this, right? And then they ministered
people, because the idea is the church needs to be free.54
In the teaching material for encuentros there are careful instructions on
how to teach about sex. The first thing a teacher should make clear is what
sex is about and then he or she continues with explaining what sex is in the
plan of God and in the plan of Satan. The goal is to restore emotional and
spiritual virginity and ultimately ”liberate the areas of sexuality that have
been affected by sin”. In the published list of sexual perversions, are
mentioned, side by side, for example lesbianism, prostitution, pornography,
53 Interview with Raquel Vargas, March 2, 2005
54 Interview with Rebeca, March 13, 2005
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abuse, incest, violence, abortion, sexual fantasies, sensual pleasure,
necrophilia, masturbation, promiscuity and malice. A believer should make
sure to keep away from those behaviours and stay pure.55 That does not mean
that homosexuals are automatically excluded from the community. Homo-
sexuality seems to be viewed as an addiction among others: ”In the case of
sexuality, like lesbianism and everything, we have a group especially of that,
and drugs too”, Raquel says. For a while she had five gay people in her GAL
and as one of the leaders of the group she did not try to force them to change
their way of living. Raquel’s opinion is that you cannot make anyone free
through pressure, but if a person wants help he or she can ask for it.56
According to the manual of the encuentro, sex has its place only within
marriage. God created sexuality so that humans could multiply. In God’s
plan also the participation of both partners and the joy of sexuality are
included. A sexual relationship should be based on true love, regarding all
aspects of a person, not just the superficial. In the plan of Satan it is the
other way around.57 In Oasis de Esperanza the view of relationships, also
sexual ones, seems to be communal; together a couple forms a part of the
community. In a sound relationship the two partners respect their parents
and both take part in activities together with others instead of trying to be
on their own, it is said in the manual. The teaching about sexuality is also
an obvious example of the theology of spiritual warfare, which is frequently
found in neo-Pentecostal congregations. Being sexually pure is taught to
be a way of defeating the plans of Satan.
A Relationship with God
”You are almighty, great and majestic, you are strong and invincible, there
is nobody like you”58 is the chorus of one of the big hits in Oasis de
Esperanza. God is described as a supreme being, something with which
nothing else can be compared. That gives me the impression that God is
someone high above, with whom it is difficult to have a relationship. That
is clearly not the case for the youths in Oasis de Esperanza though. That
God is a man is never questioned. What is in focus is that that man is
55 Teaching material for encuentro, topic ”Sex” My translation
56 Interview with Raquel Vargas, March 2, 2005
57 Teaching material for encuentro, topic ”Sex” My translation
58 The original lyric is: ”Tú eres todopoderoso, grande y majestuoso, tú eres fuerte e
invencible, no hay nadie como tú”
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someone everybody can address with an informal ”you” (tú); there is a
relationship with God on a personal level. The close bond with God is
expressed in another popular song: ”You are my guide, my life. You are my
love and my passion, my joy”.
God as Father
Among the youths of Oasis de Esperanza, the definitely most common
answer to the question ”Who or what is God for you?” is father. When
evaluating the questionnaires I could see that out of sixteen replies to that
question, eleven mention ”father” as one of the aspects of God. According
to a 28-year-old woman God is ”my father, to whom I can leave all my
problems, he is my confidence”. Many of the informants list several images
of God, including father. In the questionnaire of a young man ”father, pastor,
Lord, Saviour, friend, comforter” are descriptions of God. A young girl
adds ”my future husband” and others mention love, hope or simply
”everything”. There is no doubt that the youths have a sense of a close
personal relationship with God.  A close relationship with a heavenly father
is something encouraged in all activities of Oasis de Esperanza. The services
are described as personal encounters between you and God and the church
hall is a place where the Spirit is physically present. The most obvious
image of God as a father is given in the encuentros. Under the topic of
parenthood the leaders ask how the youths would approach God if they had
him right in front of them. Raquel says that most of the youths answer that
they would kneel or bow to show respect, but that is not what she wants
them to do. ”If he is your dad you have to sit in the lap”, she says. The
leaders put the participants in their laps and
… we start like cuddling them and start telling them that it’s your father
that loves you, he’s hugging you in this moment … like God was ministering
them like they were little kids, it’s very nice, everybody cries like for hours.
It’s awesome!59
The emotional factor is emphasised. Raquel says herself that even though
she has heard the preaching on parenthood during innumerable encuentros
she still starts crying every time because she feels like God is hugging her.60
59 Interview with Raquel Vargas, March 2, 2005
60 Interview with Raquel Vargas, March 2, 2005
524 Maria Gustafsson
God has full control
Among the youths in Oasis de Esperanza there is a strong confidence that
God will take care of everything. The Lord has promised to save his people
in the end. ”He is the king of my life, he reigns with authority, the king who
comes to bring his people with him”, a song goes.61
When I ask the young people if they are afraid of something, quite a lot of
them give me a clear and direct ”No”. ”Really I was, but the Lord has made
me free from all my fears because he is the one who has control of my life”,
a 24-year-old woman explains. A young man admits that he is sometimes
afraid, but then he always realises that God is with him and that God is
always faithful. Fear of the future is something you can leave behind when
you become a child of God in Oasis de Esperanza:
I used to be afraid of the future because what is going to happen to me.
When I finished college that was a big question. And also when I finished
high school, like every time when a stage is finishing I ask myself ”what
am I going to do now”? But that’s something I have been learning, just
trust God and I think God has my future in his hands and he has shown me
that he does, it’s very clear. 62
The best way to deal with sorrow and worries seems to be to leave everything
to God. God is seen as having perfect control of everything that happens to
you and the world. It is common to be afraid of death, David, leader of a
GAL, says. David himself is not afraid for his own sake because he is certain
where he will be after death. Sometimes he can be afraid of losing his
family here on earth though. If his parents would die he says he would cry
because he is a human being, but he is sure that whatever happens, it is
according to God’s plan.63 It is for the same reason that Manfred can say in
his preaching in another GAL: ”Don’t ask, because it’s not worth it”. Instead
of asking why, you should beg God to give you strength. Manfred’s
companion as leader of the group tells that when her sister died it hurt very
much and she asked God why it had happened. When she showed her heart
to God she felt a divine strength inspiring her. Since then she does not feel
sad. Instead she is happy that her sister is in heaven.64
61"El es el Rey de mi vida, reina con autoridad. El rey que viene a su pueblo a llevar”
62 Interview with Rebeca, March 13, 2005
63 Interview with David, March 10, 2005
64 Observation at GAL, March 1, 2005
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Another girl in the same GAL starts crying because not all human beings
believe in God, which, in her point of view, means that they are eternally
lost. Her reaction shows that God’s total control also might create fear and
she is not alone about that feeling. ”To not fulfil the will of God perfectly”,
is one young woman’s answer to the question ”Are you afraid of
something?” Another woman is afraid of ”concentrating in the things of
this world and lose the promises that God has for me”. Fear of not going to
heaven also occurs. ”[I am afraid] of the death and not knowing where I am
going”, is a reply from another young lady.
A 28-year-old woman mentions that she is afraid of the bad news broadcast
on television. It is common in groups like Oasis de Esperanza to more or
less ignore world news, because whatever happens it is according to God’s
plan. Not having interest in the news does not mean to totally ignore the
future of the world. Rather it is about influencing developments in an
alternative way. The message given in Oasis de Esperanza is that
evangelisation is the only way to improve the world. Changing things is
about spiritual warfare, which means having the right powers on your side.
The children of God clearly stand on the correct side when it comes to
fighting in the spiritual sphere. When the biggest Costa Rican newspaper
publishes a critical report about the Christian TV-channel 23, the apostle
Raúl comments on what has happened by simply saying that the journalist
who has written the article will have his punishment. A person who speaks
badly about the people of God cannot escape his judgement.65 The biblical
stories intermingle with the stories of everyday life.
God gives prosperity
Closely connected to the doctrine of spiritual warfare is the theology of
prosperity. According to the theologian Arturo Piedra, divine prosperity in
the neo-Pentecostal view implies not only spiritual blessing, but also
material. The economic state of a person is dependent on spiritual laws.
Troubles with economy or health are seen as originating from problems in
relation to spirituality. What you have to do is learn to ”handle the spiritual
world”.66 Money has a symbolic and ambivalent role in a worldview of
spiritual warfare. The bad things money creates in human beings, jealousy
65 Conversation with Manfred and Hans, Feb 27, 2005
66 Lecture by Arturo Piedra, Feb 21, 2005
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and greed for example, are satanic instruments that might lead to damnation.
On the other hand, the wealth that comes with having a lot of money is
seen as a sign of salvation.67
In all services and GAls I have visited and observed within Oasis de
Esperanza, the offerings are given a great importance. Through giving you
are guaranteed to receive, is the repeated message. In the encuentro it is
taught there are blessings in life that we do not receive because  we do not
honour God financially. Even if you pay your tithes and give offerings
from time to time, it is not good enough until it has become a part of your
lifestyle. When it comes to young persons not yet earning money they are
also supposed to give one tenth of what their parents give them monthly. It
is clearly pronounced that the actual financial condition of a person is
dependent on his or her willingness to give to God in order to receive. The
reason God wants his children to give offerings and pay tithes is to prove
their obedience and fidelity. When a person gives offerings in Oasis de
Esperanza, it is similar to saving money in a bank. The unique part is that
the bank is heaven. If you save as you should the Lord will make sure that
you receive cheques from heaven whenever you need something, it is said
in the teaching material for the encuentro.68
The opinion and experience of the youths is that prosperity is not something
exclusively material, although that is a great part of it. The general view
seems to be that prosperity is a combination of different aspects in life. A
female participant states in the questionnaire that prosperity is to ”have a life
completely in God”. She makes her opinion clear by adding ”spiritually,
fully, personally, in the family, materially”. What is typical in the replies to
my question on what prosperity means, is that all spheres of life are integrated
and could be blessed or not by God. Some of my informants explain prosperity
simply as being blessed, one woman specifying ”to be blessed, materially, in
the family, physically”. Abundance is a word used as synonymous with
prosperity. ”Integrated growth: spirit, soul and body. Abundant life”, a 23-
year-old woman writes and that summarizes well the general view of
prosperity found in the questionnaires. Only one young woman explicitly
thinks that prosperity has nothing to do with material stability: ”[Prosperity
is] enjoy life completely, although not having a penny in the pocket”.
67 Corten and Marshall-Fratani 2001: p. 10
68 Teaching material for encuentro, topic ”The offerings” My translation
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Concluding Remarks
Costa Rican youths in an uncertain society
The question ”Who am I?” is probably asked by almost every young human
being in the world of today and it is also basic to the understanding of
identity in this report. The Costa Rican sociologist Alberto Rojas considers
globalisation something that complicates the process of finding an answer
to that question in the society where he lives and studies. Through the
increasing globalisation new worldwide networks of contacts are created.
In Costa Rica, only a few families have access to the international economy
and the financial benefits of the globalised world reach only them. Within
their group there is hope for the future. At the same time the gap between
rich and poor people increases on the national level, and among those who
do not receive the advantages of the globalised economy, the uncertainty
of life is threatening. Since the unemployment rate is high, the possibility
of creating a work related identity is insecure. This problem particularly
affects young people, who without professional experience have little chance
of getting employment even if they have a good education. According to
Rojas, there is simply no answer to be found on the question ”Who am I?”
in the contemporary Costa Rican society. You have to decide all for yourself,
who you want to be, which identity you want to obtain. For many youth,
the alternative is becoming a member of either a gang or a church, Rojas
drastically states. In those kinds of contexts, with their respective symbolic
universes, it is possible to develop some kind of fixed identity. Being an
adherent of a religious community like Oasis de Esperanza becomes a way
of surviving in a confusing world where no clear answers seem to be found.69
André Corten and Ruth Marshall-Fratani agree that contemporary
Pentecostalism offers a way to orientate in the increasingly globalised world.
In belonging to a community such as Oasis de Esperanza an individual can
find both the role models and the freedom that she needs in her process of
identification. For the people who are reduced to ”window shoppers” in
the economic global market, Pentecostalism becomes an alternative opening
to the beautiful world that globalisation initially promises. The new
movement is flexible enough to adapt itself to various local settings and at
the same time it provides ”a solid anchorage for individuals at large in the
69 Interview with Alberto Rojas, Feb 25, 2005
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frightening sea of possibilities and frustrations”.70 Raquel Vargas also
mentions the instability of the Costa Rican society as a breeding ground
for the expansion of Oasis de Esperanza. ”There are a lot of people that are
lonely right now and they are looking for a lot of things”, she says. In her
version many of them choose alcohol instead of finding something that
might be meaningful in the longer run. Her opinion is of course that what
those people actually need is to know Jesus and develop a new and living
relationship with him. Then they will not feel lonely anymore.71
Something meaningful and safe
Within a context like Oasis de Esperanza young people are able to develop
an identity through an interaction with significant others. It seems to me
that Oasis de Esperanza is a place that offers young people a sense of
stability, at least for a period in their lives. The participation in the
community means safety to its young adherents. Furthermore, it offers them
something meaningful to do with their lives, namely to proselytise. In my
opinion there are especially four parts of the faith and life in Oasis de
Esperanza, which together form this stability in the midst of a confusing
world. Those aspects are: having an important task, belonging to an open
community of friends, having an easily comprehensible belief system and
finally obedience.
Having an important task
Among my informants there is a common view of what is typically Christian.
The general understanding is that it is something that can be observed in a
person’s behaviour. Being a Christian is seen as something moral more
than theological, and as something practical more than theoretical. The
identity as a child of God becomes visible through behaving differently
than other people. The surrounding world is seen as a place full of individuals
who need to be saved from eternal damnation. By saying no to alcohol,
drugs and bad language, the workers of Christ show an alternative lifestyle.
Being workers for Christ means that they have a mission to make all people
understand the immediate need of repenting and turning to God. This mission
is a responsibility that regards every part of life, because the behaviour of
70 Corten and Marshall-Fratani 2001: p. 2-4
71 Interview with Raquel Vargas, March 2, 2005
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the Christians will make non-believers convinced that they also need Christ
in their lives. The youths of Oasis de Esperanza are absolutely sure that
they have an important task in the world and that makes them proud and
self-confident.
Belonging to an open community of friends
In Oasis de Esperanza there is said to be room for everyone. The message
given in the evangelisation work is that regardless of your background,
social class or economic status, the Lord offers a new dignity to your life. I
give an example from a preaching held at the thirtieth anniversary of the
congregation: The preacher used the biblical story of Mephibosheth, who
was the last living heir of Saul in the history preceding the kingdom of
David.72 It is told that Mephibosheth was a cripple. He was invited to sit
and eat at king David’s table every day because the king wanted to show
him kindness and mercy. The preacher in Oasis de Esperanza draws the
parallel that there is a place and chance for everybody at God’s table,
irrespective of who you are. The important thing is the ointment of the
Spirit; whoever has the ointment belongs to God and no one can take away
that blessing. The preacher uses his own personal testimony to exemplify.
He grew up in what he calls a bad family. His mother had many men and
she left him alone when he was sixteen years old. But God was generous
and took care of him. The message the pastor wants to send to his listeners
is that God is eager to take you away from your present life marked by
problems to his palace where you will be totally transformed.73
A message of this kind of course renders hope to people who are troubled
by their everyday life. The strong sense of belonging to something bigger
than the quotidian was something mentioned by many of my informants as
a core in their affiliation to Oasis de Esperanza. Expressions like family or
a group of friends were used when describing the community.
The communal lifestyle, which is meant to resemble a safe family situation,
also implies openness when it comes to sharing the inner life. Visiting a
service in Oasis de Esperanza means observing people showing a lot of
feelings in public. During the worship people are crying and laughing. They
72 2 Samuel: 9
73 Observation at service, Feb 27, 2005
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dance and sing out both their joy and their frustration. Having a place where
one can express emotions is an important part and a strong motive of
belonging to Oasis de Esperanza. Being emotional and physical in worship
and public prayer creates a close relationship between the young people
participating in GALs and other activities.
An easily comprehensible belief system
The sociologist Mario Solís describes what is happening in Oasis de
Esperanza as a way of living God, rather than learning about God. The
important thing does not seem to be what you say, but that you take part in
the communal life.74 When Raquel Vargas talks about what she and the
other leaders in the community teach in GALs and encuentros she always
comes back to that the message is meant to be easily understood. The
newcomers should not have to bother about complicated theological
concepts and denominational differences.75 The intention is that they will
obtain a personal relationship with God. That is seen as much more important
than being able to say yes to fixed creeds. The conversion into the
community is not in the style of a ceremony where the new believer confirms
a confession publicly, but it is a moment of being personally liberated from
one’s past into something new. Of course, those two parts of Christian faith
do not have to be contradictory, but in Oasis de Esperanza the emphasis is
clearly on the personal contact with God. The consequence is that dogmatics
seems more or less unnecessary.
Through the obvious similarity between different persons’ stories of
conversion and experiences of being Christians, one can trace a way of
constructing the past in quite a fixed manner. That is an example of the
process of creating a reality as easily comprehensible as possible, which
serves to give a sense of stability and peace of mind.76 The affiliation with
a community of Oasis de Esperanza’s kind gives tools to explain reality in
a way that seems satisfying. Every possible issue can easily be explained
in accordance with the inner logic of the community’s symbolic universe.
That creates safety in life.
74 Lecture by Mario Solís, Feb 17, 2005
75 Interview with Raquel Vargas, March 2, 2005
76 Interview with Alberto Rojas, Feb 25, 2005
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Obedience
Although Raquel Vargas is very careful to say that there is no book of
prescribed rules in Oasis de Esperanza, there are evidently more or less
openly expressed norms about how to live as a member of the community.
To have clear rules about lifestyle, demarcating against other groups, is an
effective way of identifying oneself as belonging to something special and
meaningful. Behaving in accordance with the common view is also an
expression of loyalty towards the community. For example, it was said in
the teaching about sexuality that boyfriends and girlfriends should search
to spend time with others instead of being on their own. That is, to me, an
expression of the expectation that what ought to be in focus for a young
member is living in accordance with the opinion of the community.
A female adherent mentioned ”walking a life of obedience for the glory
and honour of God”, as being the most striking characteristic of a Christian
life. Of course the young woman who answered my question alludes to
obedience towards God, but a consequence of living the communal life of
Oasis de Esperanza is that obedience also means to what extent you live in
accordance with the common view of what is desirable behaviour. Being
an Oasis-person means letting all spheres of life become absorbed by the
communal life. How life is lived is a concern of the whole community and
obedience must be shown not only towards God but also towards the
congregation, which in practice means what the leaders have stated as good
or bad. Expectations that the members should be obedient children of God
within a group controlled from the top are not uncomplicated. It is impossible
for me not to mention the general risk that obedience, in a context where
opinions and common sense of every individual become suppressed, might
lead to a blind following of a leader. If that could happen in Oasis de
Esperanza is of course impossible to have an opinion about.
Epilogue: Possible Future Research
For a long time researchers have seen the new Pentecostal movement grow
in Latin America, but lately a new tendency has been discovered. Still
various kinds of Pentecostal congregations count many converts, but the
number of members continues to be constant. The conclusion of that
seemingly obvious contradiction is that a big part of the converts tend to
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leave their new congregations after some time. According to Edward L.
Cleary, the general percentage of converts who become dropouts might be
as high as forty per cent. Many of the Pentecostals who leave their
communities seem to go on to a life without any kind of religious affiliation,
although many of them say that they have experienced a personal conversion
and miraculous healing. Cleary mentions the perfectionist character of
Pentecostalism as a reason for the high dropout rate. In the longer run the
combination of heavy moral and social demands becomes impossible to
live up to. Another reason for leaving a congregation might be that only the
very committed are cared for in the Pentecostal communities. When
someone’s level of attendance at church activities is decreasing, the
congregation no longer seems to pay much attention to him or her.77
Arturo Piedra has observed that mega churches like Oasis de Esperanza
with their popular music seem to attract young people, but his experience
is that many converts become disappointed after a while because the answers
offered by the congregation are not profound enough for real life.78 Mitzi
Barley Gayle, a sociologist working in an Evangelical social organisation,
has the same impression. According to her there is no room for children
and youths in the theology preached in neo-Pentecostal churches. The
theology of prosperity aims at gaining more money, but it does not offer
the people a real quality of life or give real answers to true existential
questions, she says. Mitzi Barley Gayle thinks that the gospel has been
misinterpreted and turned into something simply materialistic. Her worry
is that this development in the long run will exclude youths from the
churches forever.79
With the material I analysed, I cannot give any opinion about whether the
identity of the youths in the context of Oasis de Esperanza is something
lasting or if the young converts tend to leave after some time. Asking what
happens after the conversion would be an interesting task for coming research
on young people’s living conditions in a neo-Pentecostal environment.
77 Cleary 2004: p. 50-53
78 Lecture by Arturo Piedra, Feb 21, 2005
79 Interview with Mitzi Barley Gayle, March 9, 2005
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Book Reviews
David Ray Griffin (ed.)
Deep Religious Pluralism
Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005, xiv, 272 pp
Much has been written on religious diversity, and from several different
perspectives. Some works deal with the issue from a clear Christian and
theological viewpoint, while others have a philosophical approach. There
are books on particular aspects, others being more generally oriented. Still
there seems to be room for yet another book and in particular one like Deep
Religious Pluralism. There are two prominent features that make the book
most interesting. First, it is consciously rooted in Whiteheadian process
philosophy, and second, most of the world religions are represented in the
book. The conviction expressed in the beginning of the book – that other
religious traditions could benefit from Whitehead’s philosophy when
articulating their versions of religious pluralism – takes flesh and is practiced
through more than half of the book. That in itself is already an achievement.
The book is divided into four main sections, and twelve chapters with a
short preface. The first section – ”Whitehead, Cobb, and Deep Religious
Pluralism” –consists of two chapters written by David Ray Griffin. In the
first chapter Griffin makes several useful distinctions. One of these
distinctions is the one between ”generic pluralism” and ”specific forms of
pluralism”. Such a distinction gives Griffin the possibility to express
appreciation for John Hick, Paul Knitter and many others for their pioneer
work as Christian pluralists while at the same time being very critical
regarding the concrete forms of pluralism they represent. Griffin also
manages to make a lucid analysis of four bases that give rise to Christian
religious pluralism in our time. Three of them are frequently discussed: the
fact that people of different religions are neighbours, the theological
tendency to let the doctrine of love take primacy over other doctrines, and
the insight that absolute claims made by the Christian tradition have been
related to and used by imperialistic political and economic conduct. The
fourth factor that Griffin brings up – the ontological – has a quite different
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character. Griffin maintains that it is a crucial explanation for the rise of
generic religious pluralism. There is a strong correlation between modern
pluralism and a rejection of supernaturalism. This non-supernaturalism does,
however, not equal traditional naturalism, which is characterized by
sensationism, atheism, and materialism. The pluralistic non-supernaturalism
is simply a rejection of the idea of a divine being interrupting the world’s
normal causal processes. The second chapter offers a comprehensive
introduction to John Cobb’s theological and philosophical approach.
Opportunities are brought forward and difficulties are discussed.
Part II also consists of two chapters in which Steve Odin and John Shunji
Yokota discuss the development of Buddhist-Christian dialogue. Part III is
the most voluminous section. It is called ”Buddhist, Chinese, Christian,
Hindu, Islamic, and Jewish Versions of Deep Religious Pluralism”, with
contributions by Sandra B. Lubarsky (Jewish perspective), Jeffrey D. Long
(Hindu perspective), Mustafa Ruzgar (Islam), Michael Lodahl (Methodist
perspective), and Chung-ying Cheng (Chinese tradition). In the chapter
”An Asian Christian Approach to Religious Pluralism”, Wang Shik Jang
argues that absolute relativism, with its roots in East Asia, but adopted by
many pluralist thinkers in the West, as a matter of fact constitutes an obstacle
to religious pluralism.
Christopher Ives’ text is one of the most appealing contributions in the
book. He calls Buddhism’s focus on diagnosing human religious suffering
a ”religio-diagnostic approach”. Many Buddhists would question whether
their religious experience is ever an experience of some ultimate ”religious
object”. Ives suggests that seeing such a ”religio-diagnostic approach” could
make us look less at the different goals propagated by the various traditions,
and more at the different formulations of our ”basic problem(s)”: e.g.
ignorance, disobedience, sin, unrighteousness, idolatry, impurity or
disharmony with cosmic forces. Such a ”pluralistic religio-diagnostic” might
prove more interesting to the majority of religious people and might also
bring more nonreligious people into the discussion.
The final section has a single contribution – John Cobb’s – with the title
”Final Reflections”. It is stimulating indeed to see how Cobb tackles the
old question of realism or anti-realism in a new way. Cobb wants to respond
to the dominant forms of anti-realism. In order to do so, he suggests
537Book Reviews
Bo
ok
 R
ev
ie
wchallenging the fundamental assumption that sense experience is the onlyvalid source of knowledge. He cites  Merleau-Ponty who examined the
way in which the body enters into experiences in a direct way through the
”lived body”. The conclusion is that in human experience there is something
known immediately – what Whitehead calls ”prehensive” relations. Many
religious experiences in various settings are not inferences from what is
known through sense experience. Whitehead explains this by our
”prehensive” relationships to the external world; what is primarily prehended
is both physical and mental.
There are a number of convictions underlying Griffin’s first chapter, and
these convictions shine through the entire book. It has its good sides helping
to form a unity that is sometimes difficult to obtain in anthologies. There are
nevertheless convictions that turn out to be problematic, and in particular the
discussion on Christian pluralism. The assumption that Whiteheadian
philosophy is a good basis for a truly pluralistic Christian theology is combined
with the conviction that pluralistic Christian theology has come into disrepute
because of some particular forms of pluralism. A theme through the book is
a repeated criticism of ”pluralists” as ”identists”, i.e. a criticism directed
against ”traditional pluralists” like Hick, Knitter, and Smith. This tendency
to, so to speak, attack a common enemy is rather irritating. What’s more, it
reduces the space for developing a constructive work. Ives’ contribution is
one of the few chapters that actually is a creative step forward and actually
does constitute a different approach to the old questions of religious plurality.
The repeated criticism of ”identists” like Hick and Knitter is also quite ironic
as in reality many of the contributors hold positions that are, after all, similar
to the criticized ones in many respects.
The negative sides of the book do not overshadow the fact that large parts
of it are very instructive and stimulating. Each chapter forms a separate
unity, and the reader can therefore easily concentrate on the parts that appeal
most to him or her without getting lost.
Patrik Fridlund
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Anna Maria Claesson
Kinesernas Vänner: En analys av
missionens berättelse som ideologi och utopi
Jönköping: Jönköpings läns museum, 2001, 352 pp
In Sweden there have been very few attempts to seriously study the ”home-
base” of mission, its historical ramifications, and the values it promotes at
home while supporting mission to faraway lands. The dissertation of Anna
Maria Claesson Kinesernas Vänner En analys av Missionens berättelse
som ideologi och utopi (Friends of the Chinese: An analysis of the narrative
of the mission as ideology and utopia) is therefore a welcome exception. It
is probably symptomatic that her academic discipline is not Mission Studies
but Ethnology. In her academic context, the study of religion has generally
been neglected, but during the last decades the importance of religion in
the daily lives of people has been increasingly recognised. A few of her
colleagues have ventured out to study the religion of various immigrant
groups in Sweden, but Claesson herself has turned her attention towards
the past. In her dissertation, she has chosen to study mission initiatives to
China from the Jönköping area in the southern part of Sweden during the
last decade of the nineteenth century.
At that time, the town of Jönköping was a major centre of the revival
movement in Sweden and mission was a concern for many people. Hence,
it was not uncommon that meetings raising support for the China mission
would gather 3,000 people. The dissertation paints a vivid and credible
picture of the social milieu from which the mission obtained its support,
i.e. mainly workers or the  lower-middleclass. The ideals projected and the
close ties between the supporters and the missionaries in China is very
well analysed. In this context, I would also like to highlight the ”artistic” or
”esthetic” side of writing an academic text. Claesson’s work is such a good
example of the value of good language. In the Swedish ethnological tradition
her work is written in Swedish, although it includes a 17 page English
summary. I have read too many academic works where language is stale,
especially so when the writer is not using his or her mother tongue. The
author of Kinesernas vänner is a good stylist and this fact applies in
particular to the introductory ”stories” to each chapter. These stories
represent her efforts to make the people and the setting of her study come
alive. The ”stories” are fictions based on known facts and provide an insight
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young men’s association in Jönköping a cold Saturday evening in 1889.
We sit in a room with no heating (there is no money for firewood), with
only one lamp and a few simple pieces of furniture. We meet the calm
factory-worker August Mattsson, who did not have time to change from
his working clothes, and listen to the mission messages prepared by the
flamboyant and very energetic Kalle Ståhl, also called ”the artist”, and the
pharmacist August Berg who was the leader of the group. The latter will in
a few years time fulfil his calling to become a missionary in China.
The focus of this dissertation is not the different denominations and groups
that supported mission to China and their separate identities but, on the
contrary, the general values of mission-minded men and women who were
”friends of the Chinese”. Claeson’s thesis is: ”How was the narrative of the
mission in China formulated and used to engender and sustain the fervour
of the friends?” (p. 231).
As a methodological tool, Claesson uses a concept from the Swedish
sociologist Johan Asplund, namely ”figures of thought”, i.e. ”thoughts that
underpin or form the background to the interaction between reality (or
practice) and the discourse (or narrative)” (p. 233). According to Claesson,
the prominent figures of thought among the various groups and individuals
engaged in mission to China during the initial phase of the 1890s were:
Christianity as the self-evident norm for judging societies and cultures, a
universal view of humanity and the possibility of individual change. A few
years later there was, through the role of the well-known evangelist Peter
Franson, a strong influence from American evangelicalism and Darbyism
on the mission-minded people in Jönköping. These thought-patterns relate
to the image the mission projected about the Chinese. Studies about the
views on China in the West generally conclude that the relatively positive
image of China in the eighteenth century gave way to a more intolerant one
during the nineteenth century. The steady influx of Protestant missionaries
after the opium wars is one factor that is often referred to. In order to
legitimize their noble calling, they had to paint a very bleak picture of the
Chinese in need of salvation. Claesson refers to several studies arguing
that the change owes more to dissatisfied merchants and other people living
in Western enclaves in the cities than to missionaries. She does not dispute
the role of the missionaries in the change, however, but argues that the
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mission she studied projected a comparatively sympathetic view of the
Chinese. The growth of imperialism and scientific racism in Sweden at the
same time is not discussed but her characteristics of the minds of the mission
people provide some striking contrasts.
According to Christian universalism, all humans strive for a good ethical
life, for instance by caring for one’s family. The missionaries that the friends
in Sweden supported were not living in Western enclaves but in more remote
locations among Chinese. After a generally rather frustrating initial period
in the country, a large part of the missionary messages to the home-base
told stories about daily life and interaction with the local population.
Similarities between the behaviour of Swedes and Chinese were often
pointed out. This perspective runs contrary to any ordering of ”races”
according to certain criteria.
The mission stressed that all of humanity need the redemptive message of
Christ, regardless of whether you are Chinese or Swedish. In the view of
the mission the difference between Sweden and China is that the grip of
the mighty power of heathendom over the people is much stronger in the
Far East. Heathendom was not primarily represented by Chinese religious
practices but by some cultural practices such as the binding of feet or the
smoking of opium. In the minds of the mission, heathendom was to blame
for these and other abhorrent practices, not the Chinese. According to
Christian universalism, the Chinese had the same longings as Swedes and
needed only to accept the liberating gospel message in order for their ”true”
nature to become dominant. This is certainly an imperialistic view of the
role of Christianity but contrary to scientific racism it stressed that change
is possible; you are not bound by your culture or ”race”.
With regard to the role of Peter Fransson, Claesson stresses the new sense
of urgency his apocalyptic images conferred on the mission people and his
decision to allow women to preach, a hotly debated issue in 1890s
Jönköping. But the issue of whether this new emphasis had any impact on
the views of the Chinese is not further explored. One may furthermore
point out that individual Chinese and their struggles were always in focus.
The title of the work is therefore very much to the point. The supporters of
the mission were certainly not generally ”friends of China” but friends of
concrete and individual Chinese. In short: Anna Maria Claessons’s
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Johan Hasselgren
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Gösta Stenström (ed.)
Les cultures africaines face à leur histoire:
Des cas congolais illuminants
Missio No 19 (SIM, Uppsala), Falköping: Kimpese, 2003, 127 pp
This book contains interventions presented at a colloquium organised in
Sweden around the theme of Africa and culture, with the Bakongo area in
focus, an area covering the south of Congo Brazzaville, the west of Congo
Kinshasa and the north of Angola. The editor of the book, Gösta Stenström,
was the originator and organiser of the event. Stenström grew up in what is
now the Democratic Republic of Congo (Kinshasa) as a missionary’s son
and later spent many years there as a missionary in the service of the Swedish
Covenant Mission as a medical doctor. Since his retirement, Stenström has
been involved in editing and publishing material related to mission history,
and in particular works related to Central African mission history. Of the
eleven contributors to the book, six of them come from the two Congos
and five are Swedes with experience from the lower Congo. Their papers
deal with different aspects of three main topics: culture, language, and the
concept of man.
One of the most interesting papers is that of Josué Ndamba, Professor of
Linguistics and African languages at the University of Brazzaville.
Reflecting on the impact of African languages on development, he shows,
in the case of Congo Brazzaville, how the linguistic domination of the
French colonial power generated cultural domination, and on the side of
those dominated a mentality of submission. Later, this colonial domination
was succeeded by a corresponding domination of the African intellectual
elite over the African population in general. This was realized through their
mastery of the French language and their adoption of values and symbols
of the corresponding culture. Some of them reacted, but it was doomed to
fail because in their own alienation they used the language and the techniques
borrowed from those they pretended to combat. With illustrations from the
education and the culture and arts sectors as well as from the consumption
of material goods, Ndamba shows how linguistic and cultural alienation is
an important obstacle to a real development of the country. He is of course
aware of the complicating political dimensions of the issue in a country
with so many languages and peoples. But he hopes that the young generation
will rediscover the importance and the treasures of their mother tongues
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the early Swedish missionaries to enhance the value of the Kikongo language
but he does not discuss the importance of bible translations to vernacular
languages and the significance of the tension between the Protestant
missionaries and the French administration on the issue of the language to
use in different forms of education.
Another interesting paper is also from the hand of a linguist, Joseph Mbelolo
ya Mpiku from Kinshasa. He discusses how Africans and Europeans could
reverse the tendency from the Berlin Act of 1885 and instead continue the
ancient tendency, especially of Protestant missions, of scientific research
and of publication and preservation activities to assure the future of African
languages in a time when they are threatened by globalization trends. He
lists several concrete suggestions in the case of the Kikongo language.
José Dianzungu dia Biniakunu, an educator from DRC (Congo Kinshasa),
also explores the language factor of culture. He maintains that language and
culture are inseparably interwoven and therefore discusses the consequences
for the Bakongo culture of the fact that the Kikongo language continually
loses territory, even among the Bakongo people, to the French and the Lingala
languages. Several factors in the wider society are pushing in this direction.
Dianzungu therefore challenges the Church (the Congolese partner church
of the Swedish Covenant Mission Church) to continue to actively preserve
and renew the Kikongo language by promoting written materials in that
language. But he does not discuss the theological and missiological problems
involved in this ideal of a culturally homogenous Church.
Other aspects of the Congolese culture dealt with in the book are the role of
women (Marie Thérèse Nkouka and Thérèse Masala), proverbs (Gösta
Stenström) and oral literature (Marie-Blaise Nkouka-Diagouka).
The concept of man is dealt with by Sigbert Axelson, missiologist from
Uppsala, in a significant and thought-provoking paper. He compares the
European and the Congolese views of man, with special reference to the
decades around the year 1900. Discussing the fact that Bakongo people did
not use their ordinary word for man (muntu/bantu) when they talked about
a European (mundele/mindele), he concludes that the Bakongo people had
a more social definition of man, based on the solidarity of  ”neighbours”,
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compared to the European biological definition of man and race. By their
way of behaving, the Europeans, in the eyes of the Bakongo, excluded
themselves from the category of ”muntu”. Axelson discusses examples of
such ”inhuman” behaviour and how this was based on evolutionary ideas
and concepts of that time, which also coloured scientific terminology for a
long time. But he also notes the difference the Congolese made between
whites and whites. The missionaries had a different basic concept of man
than most of the other Europeans, based on the biblical idea of creation and
a common humanity. Axelson sees the symbolic language of African
sculptural art in relation to modern European art as a possible meeting-
point for a common reflection on what it means to be man.
The wider and complex question of Christian missionaries and host cultures
is discussed by Anne Sundberg in an interesting paper on the missionary as
anthropologist. Being herself both a missionary and an anthropologist, her
paper contains relevant and personal reflections of interest in relation both
to earlier and to contemporary mission endeavours.
This kind of scientific dialogue on important issues within a specific
geographical and cultural area has an interest and a significance that
transcends that limited area and contributes to a wider missiological
discussion on Gospel and culture - at least for those who read French!
Göran Janzon
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The Only Son offered for Sacrifice, Isaac or Ishmael?
With Zamzam, al-Marwah, and Makkah in the Bible.
Lahore, Pakistan: Al-Mawrid Institute of Islamic Sciences, 2004
Abraham is often referred to as the common ancestor of Jews, Christians
and Muslims and the three religions are often called ”Abrahamic”. The
implication is that Jews, Christians and Muslims are much closer to one
another than what could easily be inferred from historical and current
conflicts. There can be no doubt that the three religions are close relatives
in both historical and spiritual terms. But belonging to the same family
does not mean that everything is harmonious. On the contrary, conflicts are
often harder to tackle when you are closely related to someone.
Jews, Christians and Muslims are kin but hold markedly different versions
of their family history. Historically, views on the respective Scriptures –
the Bible and the Quran – have been characterized by polemics rather than
mutual respect. As regards the story of Abraham, the Bible and the Quran
give different accounts of the events. According to the Bible, Isaac was the
one whom Abraham was ordered to sacrifice. In mainstream interpretations
of the Quran, it was Ishmael. According to the Quran, the sacrificial drama
took place in the vicinity of Mecca, whereas the Bible (in 2 Chronicles 3:
1) localizes the mountain of Moriah to Jerusalem. As for the place where
Hagar and Ishmael settled, Genesis identifies it as Beersheva and the desert
of Paran, whereas Islamic tradition has taken the quranic reference to their
settlement ”in a valley without cultivation” (surah 14: 37) as a pointer to
the vicinity of Mecca.
However, the Muslims’ chief argument in the discussion over the sacred
localities connected with Abraham and his family is that Abraham himself
journeyed to the Arabian peninsula. Together with Ishmael, there he laid
the foundations of ”the house of God” (surah 2: 125-127). For Muslims,
there is much at stake in the dispute over sacred localities. The Islamic
version of Abraham’s history is interwoven with one of the pivotal cult
legends of Islam, namely the ritual of pilgrimage, which includes the great
feast of sacrifice (id ul-adha) in commemoration of Abraham’s obedience.
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The project of the Pakistani scholar Abdus Sattar Ghauri, in his book The
Only Son offered for Sacrifice, Isaac or Ishmael?, is to offer alternative
interpretations of the relevant Biblical passages, so that they may fit with
the Islamic version of history. This is a classical approach in Muslim
interpretation of the Bible, as when the Muslims in the eighth century
reinterpreted the words of Jesus in the Gospel of John about the Spirit of
Truth and the Paraclete as a prophecy about Muhammad. The underlying
premise was that everything that is said in the Quran must be literally true:
When the Quran states that Muhammad is mentioned in the Torah and the
Gospel (surah 7: 157), the Bible must be reinterpreted so that any conflict
with the Quran is eliminated. Wherever there is an apparent conflict, the
implication is always that the Jews in particular but the Christians too have
changed their Scriptures or at least gravely misinterpreted them.
In an appendix, Ghauri reproduces the classical polemical argument that the
text of the Bible is not reliable in its present form. Since the mid-nineteenth
century, this classical argument of Muslim apologetics has been reinforced
by modern biblical criticism (text criticism, source criticism etc.), which means
that the authenticity of the Bible can now (as many Muslims see it) be criticized
with the weapons of the adversaries. This is the tradition in which Ghauri
places himself, combining literal belief in the Quran with a form of biblical
criticism that to a large extent must be characterized as speculative. Both
Scriptures are considered as historical documents, only a less reliable one in
the case of the Bible. The implication being that there is one historical truth –
which is reflected by the Quran and veiled by the Bible.
The first part of Ghauri’s argument is that the reference to Isaac in Genesis
22: 2 is a Jewish interpolation devised to conceal that the expression ”your
only son” is in fact a reference to Ishmael – who by virtue of being the
firstborn could rightly be mentioned as the only son. The next argument is
that 2 Chronicle’s identification of the mountain of Moriah with Jerusalem is
also a late tradition (at this point, Ghauri is probably right). With reference to
Genesis 25: 18, which seems to localize the settlements of the Ishmaelites to
the Arabian peninsula, Ghauri argues that Moriah (Marwa in Arabic tradition)
is to be found in the vicinity of Mecca. He refers to a number of historical
sources indicating that pre-Islamic cult on the Arabian peninsula had several
features pointing to a congenial, Abrahamic tradition in this area.
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wSo far, Ghauri is on relatively safe historical ground. The Quranic referenceto ”millat Ibrahim” and Abraham as an exemplary monotheist (hanif) is
taken by many historians as a sign of a monotheistic line of faith, which
was well established among the Arabs long before the advent of Muhammad.
However, when Ghauri refers to the legendary imprint of Abraham’s foot
at the Kaba (known as ”maqam Ibrahim”) as a historical proof that Abraham
himself stayed for a period in Mecca, the borders between textual analysis,
historical investigation and pious cult legends are seriously blurred.
The next arguments put forward by Ghauri in support of the idea of
Abraham’s link to Mecca are based on a creative reinterpretation of two
biblical passages. With reference to the named (and possibly Arabian)
localities of Kedar and Nedajot in Isaiah 60: 7, Ghauri takes the entire
chapter as a praise of Mecca and its cult of sacrifice. He goes on to argue
that the reference to ”the valley of Baka” in Psalms 84: 7 (which in some
Bible translations is rendered as ”the dry valley” or ”the valley of tears”) is
in fact a distortion of Bakkah – which demonstrably is an old name of
Makkah (Mecca).
The picture is thus complete: not only Abraham but David too has a
connection to the House of God in Mecca, the place where ”the glory of
the Lord” (Isaiah 60) shines brighter than in any other place.
In this way, Ghauri’s book becomes a rather extravagant example of Muslim
”restoration” of the Bible. Some of his arguments will hardly be taken seriously
by historians. What must be taken seriously is the fact that the legacy of
Abraham is contested. We are faced with different versions of the older history
of the Middle East, different views of Scripture, and competing cult legends.
The fact of a pre-Islamic, Abrahamic tradition among the Arabs, to which
Muhammad could connect, is probable. However, in order to establish
allegedly firm historical knowledge about Abraham’s own history, one has
to combine historical investigation with fundamentalist reading of the
Scriptures and a polemical reinvention of competing traditions.
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